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PREFACE  TO  
THE  R I SE  OF  THE  CREAT IVE  C LASS ,  

REV I S I T ED

This book was—and is—my attempt to explain the key underlying

forces that have been transforming our economy and culture over

the past several decades. When I first started writing it in late 1999

and early 2000, I was struck by how much attention was being paid

to surface-level changes; I wanted to focus on the long-lasting and

truly tectonic forces that were altering the way we work and live.

Our world, it seemed to me, was changing as dramatically as it had

since the early days of the Industrial Revolution. It wasn’t just the

Internet, or the rise of new technologies, or even globalization that

were upending our jobs, lives, and communities, though all those

things were important. Beneath the surface, unnoticed by many,

an even deeper force was at work—the rise of creativity as a fun-

damental economic driver, and the rise of a new social class, the

Creative Class.

Spanning science and technology, arts, media, and culture, tra-

ditional knowledge workers, and the professions, this new class

made up nearly one-third of the workforce across the United States

and considerably more than that in many individual communities.

The rise of this new class and of creativity as an economic force

were the underlying factors powering so many of the seemingly

unrelated and epiphenomenal trends we had been witnessing, from
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the ascent of new industries and businesses, to changes in the way

we live and work, extending even into the rhythms, patterns, de-

sires, and expectations that structure our daily lives.

In the decade since this book first appeared, a whole series of

world-shattering events occurred—from the collapse of the tech

bubble and 9/11, to the economic and financial meltdown of 2008—

any one of which might have been sufficient to derail or reverse the

trends it described. Instead, they have only become more deeply en-

sconced. By late 2011, the social media site LinkedIn reported1 that

the word most used by its members to describe themselves was—

you guessed it—“creative.” As TechCrunch put it: “In a time of high

unemployment, when traditional skills can be outsourced or auto-

mated, creative skills remain highly sought after and highly valuable.

We all want to be part of the Creative Class of programmers, de-

signers, and information workers. The term used to mean artists

and writers. Today, it means job stability.”2 At a time when the US

unemployment rate topped 10 percent, the rate of unemployment

for the Creative Class did not even hit 5 percent. The Creative Class

has become truly global, numbering between one-third to nearly

one-half of the workforce in the advanced nations of North America,

Europe, Asia, and around the world.

I could go on. But so many of the things that seemed shockingly

new and outlandish when I first wrote about them—and that sent

my critics into such a lather—are now seen as the norm. My ideas

that the talented were beginning to favor cities over suburbs, that

urban centers were challenging suburban industrial park nerdi -

stans as locations for talent and high-tech industry, that older

cities were starting to regain some of the ground they’d lost to

Sun Belt boomtowns—were widely derided as ludicrous when I

first began to write about them. Ten years later, they aren’t even

controversial.

A decade ago, many critics dismissed as a precious affectation my

notion that a vibrant music scene can be a signal that a location has

viii P R E F A C E  T O  T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S ,  R E V I S I T E D



the underlying preconditions associated with technological innova-

tion and economic growth. What possible pertinence, they sniffed,

could such rarified matters have for economic development?

I caught a lot of flak for proposing that diversity—an openness

to all kinds of people, no matter their gender, race, nationality, sex-

ual orientation, or just plain geekiness—was not a private virtue

but an economic necessity. I earned a certain measure of notoriety

for suggesting that a visible gay presence in a city can be seen as a

leading indicator for rising housing values and high tech. Some

were outraged at the very suggestion and accused me of everything

from putting the proverbial cart before the horse to trying to un-

dermine the conventional family, even Judeo-Christian civilization

as we have come to know it. Popular opinion now favors gay mar-

riage, and a growing body of research notes the connection between

diversity, innovation, and economic growth.

Rereading all the pages I wrote back then about the disappear-

ance of dress codes and the advent of flexible hours, the respect

for diversity and the meritocratic values that creative people bring

to the workplace and society, I find myself wondering what all of

the fuss was about. All of those things are taken for granted, they’re

so much a part of the cultural moment that it’s easy to forget how

new and daring they once seemed—and how many pundits were

ready to stake their reputations on the certainty that they were only

passing trends, that after the next dip in the NASDAQ, people

would get their suits out of mothballs and return to business 

as usual.

I was accused of confusing chickens and eggs when I said that

the secret to building better, more vibrant locations was not just

attracting companies with handouts and tax breaks, but rather

building a “people climate” that could attract the diverse human

talents that drive true prosperity. I was roundly derided when I cri-

tiqued the conventional menu of downtown renewal through sta-

dium complexes and generic retail districts and malls and countered
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instead that a simpler, less expensive path to revival was to improve

neighborhood conditions with smaller investments in everything

from parks and bike paths to street-level culture that would make

people’s everyday lives better, improve the underlying quality of

place, and signal a community that is open, energized, and diverse.

The conventional wisdom insisted that such “frills and frivolities”

come about as products of economic development, not that they

are a way to spur it. Ten years later, forward-looking communities,

large and small alike, are busily reclaiming their disused waterfronts

and industrial areas and transforming them into parks and green

spaces; at the same time, suburbs are seeking to remake themselves

into better, more livable communities by adding transit, shoring

up their arts and culture scenes, and developing pedestrian-friendly

town centers that are filled with the best features of real cities.

Hand in hand with the revival of cities and the densification 

of suburbia, the dawning of the Creative Age has ushered in a

newfound respect for livability and sustainability. This, too, is part

and parcel of the deeper shift. The quest for clean and green is

powered by the same underlying ethos that drives the Creative

Economy. Where the green agenda is driven by the need to conserve

natural assets, the Creative Economy is driven by the logic that

seeks to fully harness—and no longer waste—human resources and

talent. The old Fordist industrial system was premised on the

exploitation of workers and nature. Workers performed the same

boring, exhausting tasks until they burned out. The environment

was treated as a source for resources that were scoured out of the

ground and as a bottomless receptacle for waste. As human

capabilities and potential became greater factors of production in

the knowledge-based industries that began to emerge in the 1960s,

manufacturing also evolved along a parallel continuum, from zero

inventory to zero defects and, ultimately, to zero emissions. Waste

became the enemy. The creative ethos demands that we cultivate

and utilize all of our natural and human resources.
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Whereas some have dubbed the very concept of the Creative

Class as elitist and accused me of privileging it over other classes,

or derided me as a “neo-liberal” with a naively optimistic faith in

the power of markets, I assure you that neither is the case. The key

thesis of my argument is as simple as it is basic: every human being

is creative. That the Creative Class enjoys vast privileges is true, but

to acknowledge that fact is not to endorse it. The essential task be-

fore us is to unleash the creative energies, talent, and potential of

everyone—to build a society that acknowledges and nurtures the

creativity of each and every human being. Creativity is truly a lim-

itless resource; it is something we all share. Scientists like to say

that they “stand on the shoulders of giants.” So do we all. As a

species, we build on the collective creativity not just of those in our

own time but of those who have come before us. Marx long ago

said that what made the proletariat a universal class was the col-

laborative nature of physical labor. But what sets us apart from all

other species is our collective creativity, something that is innate

in each of us and shared by every one of us.

From that underlying point of view, it’s not just that diversity and

inclusion are moral imperatives, which of course they are. They are

economic necessities. Creativity requires diversity: it is the great

leveler, annihilating the social categories we have imposed on

ourselves, from gender to race and sexual orientation. This is why

the places that are the most open-minded gain the deepest economic

advantages. The key is not to limit or reverse the gains that the

Creative Class has made but to extend them across the board, to build

a more open, more diverse, more inclusive Creative Society that can

more fully harness its members’—all of its members’—capacities.

Yet as I write these words, all is far from well: the great promise

of the Creative Age is not being met.

Just six or so years after the original edition of this book was pub-

lished, the economy came crashing down. The economic meltdown

of 2008 was not just a crisis of Wall Street, of risk-taking by banks,
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of wanton financial speculation, and of an economy that had been

debt-bingeing on housing and consumer goods, though all of those

things were implicated. It was a deeper crisis that ran to the roots

of the old Fordist order and the very way of life it engendered. At

bottom, the crisis signaled the end of the old order and the begin-

nings of the new. Here’s how the Nobel Prize–winning economist

Joseph Stiglitz put it in 2011:

The trauma we’re experiencing right now resembles the trauma we

experienced 80 years ago, during the Great Depression, and it has been

brought on by an analogous set of circumstances. Then, as now, we faced

a breakdown of the banking system. But then, as now, the breakdown of

the banking system was in part a consequence of deeper problems. Even if

we correctly respond to the trauma—the failures of the financial sector—

it will take a decade or more to achieve full recovery. Under the best of

conditions, we will endure a Long Slump. If we respond incorrectly, as we

have been, the Long Slump will last even longer, and the parallel with the

Depression will take on a tragic new dimension.3

We are in that strange interregnum when the old order has

collapsed and the new order is not yet born. As steep as the levies

that the economic crisis exacts, as unfairly incommensurate as the

returns to mental as compared to physical labor may be, we can’t

turn back the clock. The old order has failed. Attempts to bail it

out, to breathe new life into it or to somehow prop it back up are

doomed to history’s dustbin. A new global economic order is taking

shape, but it is still confined within the brittle carapace of the old,

with all of the outmoded, wasteful, oil-dependent, sprawling,

unsustainable ways of life that went along with it.

Like other such epochal transformations, this one is fraught with

challenges and difficulties, with winners and losers. In fact, it has

intensified and magnified the economic, social, cultural, and
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geographic cleavages that already divide the classes—between

nations, across regions, and within our cities and metro areas.

Such large-scale transformations occur across long time scales,

at least a decade or more, as the economists Kenneth Rogoff and

Carmen Reinhart noted in their book This Time Is Different: Eight

Centuries of Financial Folly. My assessment is that the crisis we are

living through is fully comparable to the Panic and Long Depression

of the 1870s and the Great Depression of the 1930s, which took the

better part of a generation to fully resolve.4

If such economic resets are generational events, building more

robust, fully articulated social and economic systems takes even

longer. Although many focus on the social compact that emerged

after the New Deal and World War II, they forget that it was more

than a century in the making—and the product of sustained

struggle. It can take on the order of seventy, eighty, even a hundred

years before social change catches up to economic change and new

and more robust institutions are built to undergird more widely

shared prosperity. Viewed in retrospect, history always seems like

a more linear process than it really was. We forget the detours and

false starts and dead ends—the collapse of the Paris Commune in

1871; how Weimar Germany was upended by Hitler’s rise; how

Trotsky’s revolutionary state devolved to Stalin’s gulags.

The rise of a new economic and social order is a double-edged

sword. It unleashes incredible energies, pointing the way toward

new paths for unprecedented growth and prosperity, but it also

causes tremendous hardships and inequality along the way. We are

in the midst of a painful and dangerous process, and one that is

full of unknowns. We tend to forget what a fraught and dangerous

business childbirth is. My hope is that by understanding this new

order, we can speed the transformation this time around.

Still, that new order will not simply or automatically assert itself

into existence. It will require new institutions, a new social compact,
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and a new way of life to bring it into being. We must turn our 

attention from housing starts, automobile sales, energy consump-

tion, and other crass material measures to new measurements that

reflect a shared and sustainable prosperity that improves human

well-being and happiness and restores meaning and purpose to

life. We must shift from a way of life that valorizes consumption,

in which we take our identities from the branded characteristics of

the goods we purchase, to one that enables us to develop our talents

and our individuality, to realize our truest selves through our work

and other activities. Our fledgling Creative Economy needs to give

way to a fully Creative Society, one that is more just, more equitable,

more sustainable, and more prosperous: our economic future de-

pends on it.

This time, perhaps for the first time in human history, economic

logic is on our side. Prosperity in the Creative Age turns on human

potential. It can only be fully realized when each and every worker

is recognized and empowered as a source of creativity—when

their talents are nurtured, their passions harnessed, and they are

appropriately rewarded for their contributions.

A great stumbling block in the United States has been the huge

rise in inequality, the bifurcation of the labor market between

higher-skilled, higher-wage Creative Class jobs and lower-skilled,

lower-pay Service Class jobs in fields like food preparation, home

health care, and retail sales, where more than 60 million Americans

work, 45 percent of the labor force. This stark divide in economic

prospects has been exacerbated by the demise of so many once

high-paying Working Class jobs. The only way forward is to make

all jobs creative jobs, infusing service work, manufacturing work,

farming, and every other form of human endeavor with creativity

and human potential. We forget that manufacturing jobs weren’t

always good jobs. William Blake dubbed England’s factories “satanic

mills” and Marx bemoaned the tremendous exploitation of the
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Working Class. We made them the good jobs that they became

through collective effort and by building new institutions, notably

the postwar social compacts that afforded workers better pay and

established social safety nets for the less fortunate—efforts that

were roundly resisted at the time by entrenched interests.

As these pages will show, the United States (along with a few

other nations) is actually an outlier when it comes to inequality.

Across most of the advanced nations, greater innovation and

creativity tend to go hand in hand with less inequality. This book’s

last chapter will argue that a new social compact—a Creative

Compact—is needed to turn our Creative Economy into a just

and Creative Society, in which prosperity is widely shared.

While driven and molded by economic logic, the key institu-

tions and initiatives of the future will be shaped, as they always

have, by human agency. They will be the products of political

choices, which turn on political power. And the mobilizing force

today—the leading force at the beachhead of social, cultural, and

economic change—is the Creative Class. The problem until now,

as I noted in the original edition, had been that the Creative Class

was lacking in class consciousness. In contrast to the industrial

Working Class, which was forged around strong ties and hoarded

into factories and dense city neighborhoods, the Creative Class

is a highly individualized and even atomized social stratum. Thus

far, its members have been content with personal betterment,

staying fit, developing themselves, renovating their houses and

apartments, questing after new experiences. Although Creative

Class people are generally liberal-minded, solidarity has not been

their strong suit.

Still, the Creative Class stands at the forefront of what the po-

litical scientist Ronald Inglehart has termed the transition to a

post-materialist politics—a shift from values that accord priority

to meeting immediate material needs to ones that stress belonging,
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self-expression, opportunity, environmental quality, diversity, com-

munity, and quality of life.5 Although there are certainly divisions

within this new class and its members do not fit neatly into the old

left–right spectrum, its values are staunchly meritocratic. Many are

offended by inequality of opportunity and repelled by a system that

is rigged against so many—and that is so wasteful of natural and

human resources. These attitudes and inclinations are political

veins that can—and are—being tapped.

The protracted economic crisis and outrageous inequality of

our time has stirred up some of these dormant political energies,

as witnessed by the uprisings across the Arab world in the spring

and summer of 2011 and the incredible resonance of the global

Occupy Movement. It’s ironic to remember how “transgressive”

some proponents of the New Economy once considered themselves

to be. If their grandiose pronouncements about remaking

capitalism were mostly fantasies, the insurrectionary forces that

the rise of the Creative Class are unleashing are potentially

volcanic. As the distinguished historian Eric Hobs bawm noted,

those uprisings have more to do with the Creative Class than they

do with traditional Working Class movements. “The traditional

left was geared to a kind of society that is no longer in existence

or is going out of business,” he remarked. “It believed very largely

in the mass labour movement as the carrier of the future. Well,

we’ve been de-industrialised, so that’s no longer possible. The

most effective mass mobilisations today are those which start

from a new modernised middle class, and particularly the

enormously swollen body of students.”6

Of course, traditional Working Class movements still have con-

siderable life in them and must be part of any more general move-

ment for social change. But the driving force of change is the

Creative Class—artists and cultural creatives, students, profession-

als. Although these movements have been propelled by the Internet,

by Facebook, Twitter, and other forms of social media, it’s impor-
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tant to note that they take shape in space—in real physical places—

from Tahir Square to Zucotti Park. 

In the original edition of this book, I argued that place would

continue to become a more central factor in our economy and our

identity, and that it would likely supplant the factory and industrial

organizations as the rallying point of class struggle, forming the

key axis of cleavage and mobilization in our time. What I could

not have predicted is how far-flung and synchronous this new age

of mobilization would become. Whether these specific movements

ultimately succeed or fail is not the real question. The consortia of

place, social media, and the Creative Class will be the fulcrums for

future social movements that can provide the energy and force

needed for economic and social transformation.

Our time, like all periods of great change and transition, is one

that is fraught with difficulty, disruption, and challenge. But ulti-

mately, I am optimistic. Not to be overly deterministic, but the basic

logic of economic and social progress is on our side. Human cre-

ativity is the most spectacularly transformative force ever unleashed,

and it is something that all of us can draw on to one degree or an-

other. If the rise of this new order and new social class poses tremen-

dous challenges, it carries the seeds of their resolution as well.

Overview of the Revised Edition

With all this in mind and a ten-year anniversary looming, Basic

Books asked me to revisit the original edition of The Rise of the Cre-

ative Class and bring it up to date. The Rise of the Creative Class,

Revisited is not a tweak, but a wholesale revision. My team and I

went through every chapter thoroughly and rewrote virtually every

word. I have pored over the dozens of academic studies we con-

ducted and the three major books I’ve written over the intervening

decade —The Flight of the Creative Class, Who’s Your City? and The
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Great Reset—and incorporated their most important insights. I’ve

added citations to countless colleagues whose work complements

mine, and I’ve sought to answer my critics.

With the help of Kevin Stolarick, Charlotta Mellander, and other

members of my research team, I have updated all data on the Cre-

ative Class and the other classes in Chapter 3, bringing these data

forward to 2010 and extending the historical time series back to

1800. Chapter 3 also summarizes a range of new research on the de-

mography of the Creative Class, on specific Creative Class occupa-

tions, and other new research that has occurred since the original

edition. I have updated all the data on the Creative Class and 3T’s

of economic development—technology, talent, and tolerance—for

all US metros. This material is found in Chapters 11 and 12, which

also report a whole range of findings from new empirical studies.

All of the original chapters have been revised and updated, and

several have been combined. The original edition’s Chapters 2

and 3—The Creative Ethos and The Creative Economy—have been

combined into a single Chapter 2; and the original edition’s Chapters

7 and 8—The No-Collar Workplace and Managing Creativity—

have also been combined into a single chapter, titled simply No-

Collar. Several other chapters have new titles.

Five chapters are completely new. Chapter 13, Global Reach,

summarizes my own and others’ research on the spread of the Cre-

ative Class around the world. It provides data on the Creative Class

and the 3T’s for eighty-two nations and examines the global effects

of the Creative Class on innovation, economic competitiveness,

inequality, and happiness. The experience of nations, notably those

in Scandinavia and Northern Europe, that combine high levels of

the Creative Class with low levels of inequality show that a high-

road path to prosperity is indeed possible. Chapter 14 draws on a

major survey I undertook with Gallup, as well as other qualitative

information from case studies and ethnographic research, to deepen
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our understanding of the key features and factors that shape “quality

of place.”

I devote two new chapters to the persistent and deepening eco-

nomic, social, and geographic divides that continue to vex our so-

ciety. Chapter 16 examines The Geography of Inequality across US

cities and metros, clarifying the roles technology, class, race, and

poverty play in shaping it. Chapter 17, The Inclining Significance

of Class, shows that despite predictions of a more fluid and classless

society, class continues to constitute an undeniably powerful force,

shaping everything from our economic opportunities and political

choices to our health, fitness, and happiness.

Chapter 18, which concludes this book, is new as well. I title it

Every Single Human Being Is Creative to signal the fundamental

importance I place on this core construct. It argues that new in-

stitutions are required to rebuild our economy and society, out-

lining six key principles of a new social compact for our time. If

the logic of economic development—which seeks out creativity

in its many and varied forms—is on our side, the ongoing social

and political mobilization of the Creative Class and other segments

of society provides the pragmatic impetus for it. 

When all is said and done, a new era of broadly shared prosperity

turns on stoking the creative furnaces that lies deep within each

and every one of us. Only when we unleash that great reservoir of

overlooked and under utilized human potential, will we truly enjoy

not just sustained economic progress but a better, more meaning-

ful, and more fulfilling way of life.
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PREFACE  TO  
THE  OR IG INAL  ED I T ION

This book describes the emergence of a new social class. If you are

a scientist or engineer, an architect or designer, a writer, artist, or

musician, or if your creativity is a key factor in your work in busi-

ness, education, health care, law, or some other profession, you are

a member. With 38 million members, more than 30 percent of the

nation’s workforce, the Creative Class has shaped and will continue

to shape deep and profound shifts in the ways we work, in our val-

ues and desires, and in the very fabric of our everyday lives.

As with other classes, the defining basis of this new class is eco-

nomic. Just as the feudal aristocracy derived its power and identity

from its hereditary control of land and people, and the bourgeoisie

from its members’ roles as merchants and factory owners, the Cre-

ative Class derives its identity from its members’ roles as purveyors

of creativity. Because creativity is the driving force of economic

growth, the Creative Class has become the dominant class in society

in terms of its influence. Only by understanding the rise of this new

class and its values can we begin to understand the sweeping and

seemingly disjointed changes in our society and begin to shape our

future more intelligently.

Like most books, this one did not spring to life fully formed.

Rather, my ideas evolved gradually from things I saw and heard

that seemed to be at odds with conventional wisdom. In my work

on regional economic development, I try to identify the factors that

make some cities and regions grow and prosper, while others lag
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behind. One of the oldest pieces of conventional wisdom in this

field says the key to economic growth is attracting and retaining

companies—the bigger the company, the better—because compa-

nies create jobs and people go where the jobs are. During the 1980s

and 1990s, many cities in the United States and around the world

tried to turn themselves into the next “Silicon Somewhere” by build-

ing high-tech office parks or starting up venture capital funds. The

game plan was to nourish high-tech start-up companies or, in its

cruder variants, to lure them from other cities. But it quickly became

clear that this wasn’t working.

I saw this firsthand in the mid-1990s with Lycos, a Carnegie Mel-

lon spin-off company. Lycos’s Internet search technology was de-

veloped in Pittsburgh. But the company eventually moved its

operations to Boston to gain access to a deep pool of skilled man-

agers, technologists, and businesspeople. These departures were

happening repeatedly, in Pittsburgh and elsewhere. All too often

the technologies, the companies, and even the venture capital dollars

flowed out of town to places that had bigger and better stocks of

talented and creative people. In a curious reversal, instead of people

moving to jobs, I was finding that companies were moving to or

forming in places that had the skilled people.

Why was this happening? This was the basic puzzle that ultimately

led to this book. Frustrated by the limits of the conventional wisdom

and even more by how economic development was actually being

practiced, I began asking people how they chose where to live and

work. It quickly became clear to me that people were not slavishly

following jobs to places. Their location choices were based to a large

degree on their lifestyle interests and these, I found, went well be-

yond the standard quality-of-life amenities that most experts

thought were important.

Then came the real stunner. In 1998 I met Gary Gates, then a

doctoral student at Carnegie Mellon. While I had been studying
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the location decisions of high-tech industries and talented people,

Gates had been exploring the location patterns of gay people. My

list of the country’s high-tech hotspots looked an awful lot like his

list of the places with the highest concentrations of gay people.

When we compared the two lists with greater statistical rigor, his

Gay Index turned out to correlate very strongly with my measures

of high-tech growth. Other measures I came up with, like the Bo-

hemian Index—a measure of the density of artists, writers, and per-

formers in a region—produced similar results. My conclusion was

that rather than being driven exclusively by companies, economic

growth was occurring in places that were tolerant, diverse, and

open to creativity—because these were places where creative people

of all types wanted to live. While some in academe were taken aback

by my findings, I was amazed by how quickly city and regional

leaders began to use my measures and indicators to shape their de-

velopment strategies.

As I delved more deeply into the research, I came to realize that

something even bigger was going on. Though most experts con-

tinued to point to technology as the driving force of broad social

change, I became convinced that the truly fundamental changes of

our time had to do with subtler alterations in the way we live and

work—gradually accumulating shifts in our workplaces, leisure ac-

tivities, communities, and everyday lives. Everything from the kinds

of lifestyles we seek to the ways in which we schedule our time and

relate to others was changing. And yes, there was a common thread:

the role of creativity as the fundamental source of economic growth

and the rise of the new Creative Class.

Despite the giddy economic euphoria so prevalent in the late

1990s, it became increasingly evident to me that the emerging Cre-

ative Economy was a dynamic and turbulent system—exciting and

liberating in some ways, divisive and stressful in others. My thinking

was reinforced by earth-shaking events that occurred while I was
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writing this book. First came the bursting of the stock-market bub-

ble, the rapid fall of technology stocks, and the subsequent recession

of 2000. This put an end to the naive optimism of the so-called New

Economy and to the always unfounded notion that new technology

is a magic elixir that will make us rich, eliminate our economic

problems, and cure pressing social ills. The NASDAQ’s plummet

was an early signal that it was time for people to get serious.

Then came the tragic events of September 11, 2001. For me and

for many others, the stunning attack on the United States was a

potent wake-up call. In addition to showing us how vulnerable we

are, it brought home the message that too many of us, particularly

the members of the Creative Class, had been living in a world of

our own concerns—selfishly pursuing narrow goals with little re-

gard for others or for broader social issues. We had grown com-

placent, even aimless, but also discontent at having become so.

Here I found myself confronting a great paradox. Even as I was

chronicling their rise and impact, it struck me that the members

of the Creative Class do not see themselves as a class—a coherent

group of people with common traits and concerns. Emerging classes

in previous times of great transition had pulled together to forge

new social mechanisms and steer their societies. But not this group.

We thus find ourselves in the puzzling situation of having the dom-

inant class in America—whose members occupy the power centers

of industry, media, and government, as well as the arts and popular

culture—virtually unaware of its own existence and thus unable to

consciously influence the course of the society it largely leads.

The Creative Class has the power, talent, and numbers to play a big

role in reshaping our world. Its members—in fact, all of society—

now have the opportunity to turn their introspection and soul

searching into real energy for broader renewal and transformation.

History shows that enduring social change occurs not during eco-

nomic boom times, like the 1920s or 1990s, but in periods of crisis
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and questioning such as the 1930s—and today. The task before us

is to build new forms of social cohesion appropriate to the new

Creative Age—the old forms don’t work, because they no longer

fit the people we’ve become—and from there, to pursue a collective

vision of a better and more prosperous future for all.

This is easier said than done. To build true social cohesion, the

members of the Creative Class will need to offer those in other

classes a tangible vision of ways to improve their own lives, either

by becoming part of the Creative Economy or, at the very least, by

reaping some of its rewards. If the Creative Class does not commit

itself to this effort, the growing social and economic divides in our

society will only worsen, and I fear that we will find ourselves living

perpetually uneasy lives at the top of an unhappy heap.

It’s time for the Creative Class to grow up and take responsibility.

But first, we must understand who we are.
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INTRODUCT ION





C H A P T E R  1

The Transformation 

of Everyday Life

Something’s happening here but you 

don’t know what it is, do you, Mr. Jones?

—Bob Dylan

H
ere’s a thought experiment. Take a typical man on the street

from the year 1900 and drop him into the 1950s. Then take

someone from the 1950s and move him Austin Powers–style

into the present day. Who would experience the greater change?

At first glance the answer seems obvious. Thrust forward into

the 1950s, a person from the turn of the twentieth century would

be awestruck by a world filled with baffling technological wonders.

In place of horse-drawn carriages, he would see streets and highways

jammed with cars, trucks, and buses. In the cities, immense sky-

scrapers would line the horizon, and mammoth bridges would span

rivers and inlets where once only ferries could cross. Flying ma-

chines would soar overhead, carrying people across continents and

oceans in a matter of hours rather than days or weeks. At home,

our 1900-to-1950s time-traveler would grope his way through a
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strange new environment filled with appliances powered by elec-

tricity: radios and televisions emanating musical sounds and mov-

ing images, refrigerators to keep things cold, washing machines to

clean his clothes automatically, and much more. A massive new

supermarket would replace daily trips to foodmongers, offering an

array of technologically enhanced foods, such as instant coffee and

frozen vegetables that come overcooked and oversauced in a box.

Life itself would be dramatically extended. Many once-fatal ailments

could be prevented with an injection or cured with a pill. The new-

ness of this time-traveler’s physical surroundings—the speed and

power of everyday machines—would be profoundly disorienting.

On the other hand, someone from the 1950s would have little

trouble navigating the physical landscape of today. Although we

like to think that ours is the age of boundless technological wonders,

our second time-traveler would find himself in a world not all that

different from the one he came from. He would still drive a car to

work. If he took the train, it would likely be on the same line leaving

from the same station. He could probably board an airplane at the

same airport. He might still live in a suburban house, though a bigger

one. Television would have more channels, color pictures, and big-

ger, flatter screens, but it would basically be the same, and he could

still catch some of his favorite 1950s shows on reruns. He would

know how, or quickly learn how, to operate most household 

appliances—even the personal computer, with its familiar QWERTY

keyboard. In fact with just a few exceptions, such as the Internet,

CD and DVD players, the cash machine, and wireless phones, com-

puters, and entertainment systems that slip into his pocket, he would

be familiar with almost all current-day technology. Perhaps disap-

pointed by the pace of progress, he might ask: “Why haven’t we con-

quered outer space?” or “Where are all the robots?”

On the basis of big, obvious technological changes alone, surely

the 1900-to-1950s traveler would experience the greater shift,
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whereas the other might easily conclude that we’d spent the second

half of the twentieth century doing little more than tweaking the

great innovations that had so transformed its first half.1

But the longer they stayed in their new homes, the more each

time-traveler would become aware of subtler dimensions of change.

Once the glare of technology had dimmed, each would begin to

notice their respective society’s changed norms and values, the dif-

ferent ways in which everyday people live and work. And here the

tables would be turned. In terms of adjusting to the social structures

and the rhythms and patterns of daily life, our second time-traveler

would be much more disoriented.

Someone from the early 1900s would find the social world of the

1950s remarkably similar to his own. If he worked in a factory, he

might find much the same divisions of labor, the same hierarchical

systems of control. If he worked in an office, he would be immersed

in the same bureaucracy, the same climb up the corporate ladder.

He would come to work at 8:00 or 9:00 AM and leave promptly at

5:00, his life neatly segmented into compartments of home and

work. He would wear a suit and tie. Most of his business associates

would be white and male. Their values and office politics would

hardly have changed. He would seldom see women in the workplace

except as secretaries, and almost never interact professionally with

someone of another race. He would marry young, have children

quickly thereafter, stay married to the same person and probably

work for the same company for the rest of his life. In his leisure

time, he’d find that movies and TV had largely superseded live stage

shows, but otherwise his recreational activities would be much the

same as they were in 1900: taking in a baseball game or a boxing

match, maybe playing a round of golf. He would join the clubs and

civic groups befitting his socioeconomic class, observe the same

social distinctions, and fully expect his children to do likewise. The

tempo of his life would be structured by the values and norms of
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organizations. He would find himself living the life of the “company

man” so aptly chronicled by writers from Sinclair Lewis and John

Kenneth Galbraith to William Whyte and C. Wright Mills.2

Our second time-traveler, however, would be quite unnerved by

the dizzying social and cultural changes that had accumulated be-

tween the 1950s and today. At work he would find a new dress code,

a new schedule, and new rules. He would see office workers dressed

like folks relaxing on the weekend, in jeans and open-necked shirts,

and be shocked to learn that some of them occupy positions of au-

thority. People at the office would seemingly come and go as they

pleased. The younger ones might sport bizarre piercings and tattoos.

Women and even nonwhites would be managers. Individuality and

self-expression would be valued over conformity to organizational

norms—and yet these people would seem strangely puritanical to

this time-traveler. His ethnic jokes would fall embarrassingly flat.

His smoking would get him banished to the parking lot, and his

two-martini lunches would raise genuine concern. Attitudes and

expressions he had never thought about would cause repeated of-

fense. He would continually suffer the painful feeling of not know-

ing how to behave.

Out on the street, this time-traveler would see different ethnic

groups in greater numbers than he could ever have imagined—

Asian, Indian, Afro and Latin Americans, and others—mingling

in ways he found strange and perhaps inappropriate. There would

be mixed-race couples, and same-sex couples carrying the upbeat-

sounding moniker “gay.” Although some of these people would

be acting in familiar ways—a woman shopping while pushing a

stroller, an office worker eating his lunch at a counter—others,

such as grown men clad in form-fitting gear, whizzing by on high-

tech bicycles, or women on strange new roller skates with their

torsos covered only by “brassieres,” would appear to be engaged

in alien activities.
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People would seem to be always working and yet never working

when they were supposed to. They would strike him as lazy and yet

obsessed with exercise. They would seem career conscious yet fickle—

doesn’t anybody stay with a company more than three years?—and

caring yet antisocial: What happened to the ladies’ clubs, Moose

Lodges, and bowling leagues? Why doesn’t everybody go to church?

Even though the physical surroundings would be relatively familiar,

the feel of the place would be bewilderingly different.

Although the first time-traveler had to adjust to some drastic

technological changes, it is the second who experiences the deeper,

more pervasive transformation. It is the second who has been thrust

into a time when lifestyles and worldviews are most assuredly

changing—a time when the old order has broken down, when flux

and uncertainty themselves seem to be part of the everyday norm.

The Force Behind the Shift

What caused this transformation? What happened between the

1950s and today that did not happen in the earlier interval? Scholars

and pundits have floated many theories, along with a range of opin-

ions on whether the changes are good or bad. Some bemoan the

passing of traditional social and cultural forms; others herald a rosy

future based largely on new technology.

The real driving force is the rise of human creativity as the key

factor in our economy and society. Both at work and in other

spheres of our lives, we value creativity more highly and cultivate

it more intensely than we ever have before. The creative impulse—

the attribute that distinguishes us, as humans, from other species—

is now being unleashed on an unprecedented scale. The purpose of

this book is to examine how and why this is so, and to trace its effects

as they ripple through our world.
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Many say that we now live in an information economy or a

knowledge economy. But what’s more fundamentally true is that

for the first time, our economy is powered by creativity. Creativity—

“the ability to create meaningful new forms,” as Webster’s dictionary

puts it—has become the decisive source of competitive advantage.

In virtually every industry, from automobiles to fashion, food prod-

ucts, and information technology itself, the long-run winners are

those who can create and keep creating. This has always been true,

from the days of the Agricultural Revolution to the Industrial Rev-

olution. But in the past few decades we’ve come to recognize it

clearly and act upon it systematically.

Dean Keith Simonton, a leading scholar of the subject, describes

creativity as the act of bringing something useful, that works, and

is non-obvious into the world, or as he succinctly puts it, that is the

“conjunction of novelty, utility and surprise.”3 It is a mistake to

think, as many do, that creativity can be reduced to the creation of

new blockbuster inventions, new products, and new firms. In

today’s economy, creativity is pervasive and ongoing: it drives the

incremental improvements in products and processes that keep

them viable just as much as it does their original invention. More-

over, technological and economic creativity are nurtured by and

interact with artistic and cultural creativity. This kind of interplay

is evident in the rise of whole new industries, from computer graph-

ics to digital music and animation. Creativity also requires a social

and economic environment that can nurture its many forms. Max

Weber said long ago that the Protestant ethic provided the under-

lying spirit of thrift, hard work, and efficiency that motivated the

rise of early capitalism. In a similar fashion, the shared commitment

to the creative spirit in all its many manifestations is what underpins

the new creative ethos that powers our age.

Thus, creativity has come to be the most highly prized commodity

in our economy—and yet it is not a “commodity.” Creativity comes
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from people. And it annihilates the social categories we have im-

posed on ourselves. A Creative Economy requires diversity because

every human is creative—creativity cannot be contained by cate-

gories of gender, race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. And though

people can be hired and fired, their creative capacity cannot be

bought and sold, or turned on and off at will. Thus, our work-

places have changed and continue to do so. Schedules, rules, and

dress codes have become more flexible to cater to how the creative

process works. Creativity must be motivated and nurtured in a

multitude of ways, by employers, by creative people themselves,

and by the places we live. Capitalism has expanded its reach to cap-

ture the talents of heretofore excluded groups of eccentrics and

nonconformists. In doing so, it has pulled off yet another aston-

ishing mutation: taking people who would once have been viewed

as bizarre mavericks operating at the bohemian fringe and placing

them at the very heart of the process of innovation and economic

growth. These changes in the economy and in the workplace have

in turn helped to propagate and legitimize similar changes in society

at large. The creative individual is no longer viewed as an iconoclast.

He—or she—is the new mainstream.

In tracing economic shifts, I often say that our economy is moving

from an older corporate-centered system defined by large compa-

nies to a more people-driven one. This view should not be confused

with the unfounded and silly notion that big companies are dying

off. Nor do I buy into the fantasy that our economy is being re -

organized around small enterprises and independent “free agents.”4

Companies, including very big ones, obviously still exist, are still

influential, and almost certainly always will be. I simply mean to

stress that as the fundamental source of creativity, people are the

critical resource of the new age. This has far-reaching effects—for

instance, on our economic and social geography and the nature of

our communities.

7T H E  T R A N S F O R M A T I O N  O F  E V E R Y D A Y  L I F E



It has often been said that in this age of globalization and modern

communication technology, “geography is dead,” “the world is

flat,” and place no longer matters.5 Nothing could be further from

the truth. Place has become the central organizing unit of our time,

taking on many of the functions that used to be played by firms

and other organizations. Access to talented and creative people is

to modern business what access to coal and iron ore was to steel-

making. It determines where companies will choose to locate and

grow, and this in turn changes the ways that cities must compete.

As I once heard Carly Fiorina tell this nation’s governors when she

was CEO of Hewlett-Packard: “Keep your tax incentives and high-

way interchanges; we will go where the highly skilled people are.”6

In this environment, it is geographic place rather than the corpo-

ration that provides the organizational matrix for matching people

and jobs.

The New Class

The economic need for creativity has registered itself in the rise of

a new class, which I call the Creative Class. More than 40 million

Americans, roughly one-third of all employed people, belong to it.

I define the core of the Creative Class to include people in science

and engineering, architecture and design, education, arts, music,

and entertainment whose economic function is to create new ideas,

new technology, and new creative content. Around this core, the

Creative Class also includes a broader group of creative professionals

in business and finance, law, health care, and related fields. These

people engage in complex problem solving that involves a great

deal of independent judgment and requires high levels of education

or human capital. In addition, all members of the Creative Class—

whether they are artists or engineers, musicians or computer sci-
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entists, writers or entrepreneurs—share a common ethos that values

creativity, individuality, difference, and merit.

The key difference between the Creative Class and other classes

lies in what its members are primarily paid to do. Members of the

Working Class and the Service Class are primarily paid to do rou-

tine, mostly physical work, whereas those in the Creative Class are

paid to use their minds—the full scope of their cognitive and social

skills. There are gray areas and boundary issues in my scheme of

things, to be sure. And though some may quibble with my definition

of the Creative Class and the numerical estimates that are based

on it, I believe it has a good deal more precision than existing, more

amorphous definitions of knowledge workers, symbolic analysts,

or professional and technical workers.

The class structure of the United States and other advanced na-

tions has been the subject of great debate for well over a century.

For a host of writers in the 1800s and 1900s, the big story was the

rise, and then the decline, of the Working Class, which peaked at

roughly 40 percent of the US workforce before beginning its long

slide to roughly one in five workers today.7 For writers like Daniel

Bell and others in the mid to later twentieth century, a second big

story was the rise of a postindustrial society, in which many of us

shifted from making goods to delivering services.8 The Service

Class, which includes such fields as personal care, food services,

and clerical work, is the largest class today, with some 60 million

members, more than 45 percent of the entire US workforce. The

big story unfolding now—and it has been unfolding for some

time—is the rise of the Creative Class, the great emerging class of

our time.

Although the Creative Class remains somewhat smaller than the

Service Class, its crucial economic role makes it the most influential.

The Creative Class is dominant in terms of wealth and income, with

its members earning nearly twice as much on average as members
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of the other two classes and as a whole accounting for more than

half of all wages and salaries.

Creativity in the world of work is not limited to members of the

Creative Class. Factory workers and even the lowest-end service

workers have always been creative in valuable ways. Also, the cre-

ative content of many Working and Service Class jobs is growing—

a prime example being the continuous-improvement programs on

many factory floors, which call on line workers to contribute their

ideas as well as their physical labor. On the basis of these trends, I

expect that the Creative Class, which is still emergent, will continue

to grow in coming decades, as more traditional economic functions

are transformed into Creative Class occupations. And, as I will argue

in the last chapter of this book, I strongly believe that the key to

improving the lot of underpaid, under employed, and disadvantaged

people lies not in social welfare programs or low-end make-work

jobs, nor in somehow bringing back the factory jobs of the past,

but rather in tapping their innate creativity, paying them appropri-

ately for it, and integrating them fully into the Creative Economy.

The Creative Class is the norm-setting class of our time. And

the norms of the Creative Class are different from those of more

traditional society. Individuality, self-expression, and openness

to difference are favored over the homogeneity, conformity, and

“fitting in” that defined the previous age of large-scale industry

and organization. Our private lives are different than they once

were. During the Leave It to Beaver era of the 1950s and early 1960s,

roughly eight in ten Americans lived in married households, but

by 2010, less than half did. In 1960, almost half of all Americans were

part of a nuclear family, with a mom, a dad, and kids in the house;

by 2010, that number had fallen to just one in five. These profound

changes are not, as commonly portrayed, signs of the reckless self-

indulgence of a spoiled people. They are undergirded by powerful

economic forces that are reshaping our society and our lives.
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The Creative Class is also the key force that is reshaping our ge-

ography, spearheading the movement back from outlying areas to

urban centers and close-in, walkable suburbs. A relatively mobile

class, it is much more concentrated in some cities and metros areas

than in others. As of 2010, the Creative Class composed more than

40 percent of the workforce in larger metro areas like San Jose, the

fabled Silicon Valley, greater Washington, DC, and Boston, as well

as smaller college towns such as Durham, North Carolina; Ithaca,

New York; and Boulder and Ann Arbor. These places are prosper-

ing, distinguished by a new model of economic development that

takes shape around the 3T’s—technology, talent, and tolerance.

The most successful and prosperous metros excel at all three.

Not all is rosy in this emerging mainstream of the Creative Age.

People today bear much more personal risk than did the corporate

and working classes of the Organizational Age—as has become all

too obvious with the onset of the economic crisis. Stress levels, too,

are high. The technologies that were supposed to liberate us from

work have invaded our lives. Our increasingly unequal society has

become deeply divided, sorted, and segmented by level of education,

the kinds of work we do, and where we live, and this in turn shapes

ever more divisive culture wars and politics. One of the most sig-

nificant fault lines of our age is the growing geographic segregation

of the Creative Class and the other classes.

Although the immediate occasion for the crash of 2008 was the

bursting of the real estate bubble, economic historians will see it

as the last crisis of the old Fordist industrial order—the tipping

point when an outmoded, exhausted set of social and institutional

structures could no longer contain or harness the productive power

of the new Creative Age. We have seen this happen before—in the

earth-shattering religious, political, intellectual, and social upheavals

that accompanied the shift from feudalism to capitalism; in the cat-

astrophic Panic and Long Depression of 1873, which coincided
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with the rise of modern industry; and in the Great Depression of

1929, which followed the rise of mass-production capitalism.

These powerful economic and social shifts are altering the struc-

ture of everyday life. As witnessed by our two time-travelers, the

deepest and most enduring changes of our age are not technological,

but economic, cultural, and geographic. These changes have been

building for decades and are only now coming to the fore, driven

by the rise of the Creative Economy and of the Creative Class.
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PART  ONE

THE
CREAT IVE

AGE



C H A P T E R  2

The Creative Economy

P
owering the great ongoing changes of our time is the rise

of human creativity as the defining feature of economic life.

Creativity has come to be valued—and systems have evolved

to encourage and harness it—because it is increasingly recognized

as the font from which new technologies, new industries, new

wealth, and all other good economic things flow. As a result, our

lives and society have begun to resonate with a creative ethos. An

ethos is defined as the fundamental spirit or character of a culture,

and it is our commitment to creativity in its varied dimensions that

forms the underlying spirit of our age. To grasp the spirit and char-

acter of the emerging Creative Age, this chapter takes a closer look

at creativity itself: what it is, and where it comes from. In order to

structure the arguments that follow, I start with three basic points.

First, creativity is essential to the way we live and work today,

and in many senses it always has been. As the economist Paul Romer

has said, the biggest advances in standards of living—not to mention

the biggest competitive advantages in the marketplace—have always

come from “better recipes, not just more cooking.”1 Second, human

creativity is not limited to technological innovation or new business

models. It is multifaceted and multidimensional; it is not something
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that can be kept in a box and trotted out when one arrives at the

office. Creativity involves distinct habits of mind and patterns of

behavior that must be cultivated on both an individual basis and

in the surrounding society. The creative ethos pervades everything

from our workplace culture to our values and communities, re-

shapes the way we see ourselves as economic and social actors and

molds the core of our very identities. It reflects norms and values

that both nurture creativity and reinforce its role. Furthermore, it

requires a supportive environment—a broad array of social, cul-

tural, and economic stimuli. Creativity is thus associated with the

rise of new work environments, lifestyles, associations, and neigh-

borhoods, which in turn are conducive to creative work. Such a

broadly creative environment is critical for generating technological

creativity and the commercial innovations and wealth that flow

from it.

The third, and perhaps the most critical, issue is the ongoing ten-

sion between creativity and organization. The creative process is

social, not just individual; forms of organization are necessary. But

organizations can and frequently do stifle creativity. A defining

feature of life in the early to mid-twentieth century—a period re-

ferred to as the Organizational Age—was the dominance of large-

scale and highly specialized bureaucracies. Writing in the 1940s,

the economist Joseph Schumpeter deplored the stifling effect of large

organizations on creativity. In his landmark book Capitalism, So-

cialism and Democracy, Schumpeter noted that capitalism’s great

strength had long been the “function of entrepreneurs” who “rev-

olutionize the pattern of production.” And then he gloomily pre-

dicted its demise. “Technological progress is increasingly becoming

the business of teams of trained specialists who turn out what is

required and make it work in predictable ways,” he wrote. The per-

fectly bureaucratized giant industrial unit not only ousts the small

or medium-sized firm and “expropriates” its owners, but in the end
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it also ousts the entrepreneur.2 In an interview I conducted in 2000,

a young woman described this chilling effect in stark and memo-

rable terms: “Where I grew up, we were conditioned to play the

roles that we were dealt. We were not encouraged to create and

build our visions, but rather to fit into the visions of a select few. I

like to say that we were ‘institutionalized’ individuals—because in-

stitutions defined our lives.”3

The ascent of creativity as an economic force over the past few

decades has brought new economic and social forms into existence

that mitigate this tension to a certain degree, but they have not

fully resolved it. Everything from the rise of the entrepreneurial

start-up company and the formal venture capital system to the

loosening of traditional cultural norms regarding work and life

reflects attempts to elude the strictures of organizational con-

formity. But this doesn’t mean that creativity has won the day or

that large organizations are going the way of the dinosaurs. We

still need large organizations to do many things; bureaucracies

continue to play dominant roles in our society. Whereas one per-

son can write brilliant software, it takes large organizations to

consistently upgrade, produce, and distribute that software. Large

organizations may be more nimble and flexible than they once

were, but they are still evolving, still developing new ways to foster

creativity while providing a structure in which to produce and

manage work.

Our new creative economic system is far from fully formed.

Furthermore, it is not a panacea for the myriad social and economic

ills that confront modern society. The emerging Creative Economy

will not magically alleviate poverty, eliminate unemployment, over-

come the business cycle, and lead to greater happiness and harmony

for all. In some respects, left unchecked and without appropriate

forms of human intervention, this creativity-based system may well

make some of our problems worse.
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Creative Dimensions

Creativity is often viewed as a rather mystical affair. Over the past

few decades, however, systematic studies have considerably enlarged

our understanding of it. Researchers have observed and analyzed

creativity in subjects ranging from eminent scientists and artists

to preschoolers and chimpanzees. They have pored through the

biographies, notebooks, and letters of great creators of the past;

modeled the creative process by computer; and tried to get com-

puters to be creative.4 Occasionally but notably, they have studied

its workings across entire human societies. From this body of lit-

erature I will abstract several main themes that surface repeatedly.

As we trace these themes and begin to see what creativity really is,

we will also begin to get a deeper sense of how and why the creative

ethos has emerged with such force in our lives today.

Let’s start with the basics. Creativity is not the same as “intelli-

gence.” One study summarized the difference this way: “Many stud-

ies recognize creativity as cognitive ability separate from other mental

functions and particularly independent from the complex of abilities

grouped under the word ‘intelligence.’ Although intelligence—the

ability to deal with or process large amounts of data—favors creative

potential, it is not synonymous with creativity.”5

Creativity involves the ability to synthesize. Albert Einstein cap-

tured this nicely when he characterized his own work as “combi-

natory play.” It is a matter of sifting through data, perceptions, and

materials to come up with combinations that are new and useful.

A creative synthesis might result in such different outcomes as a

practical invention, a theory or insight that can be applied to solve

a problem, or a work of art that can be appreciated aesthetically.6

Creativity requires self-assurance and the ability to take risks. In

her book The Creative Mind, Margaret Boden noted that creativity
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requires the combination of passion and confidence. “A person

needs a healthy self-respect to pursue novel ideas, and to make mis-

takes, despite criticism from others,” she wrote. “Breaking generally

accepted rules, or even stretching them, takes confidence. Contin-

uing to do so, in the face of skepticism and scorn, takes even more.”7

Small wonder that the creative ethos marks a strong departure

from the conformist ethos of the past. Creative work in fact is often

downright subversive, because it disrupts existing patterns of

thought and life. It can feel unsettling even to its creator. One fa-

mous definition of creativity is “the process of destroying one’s

gestalt in favor of a better one.” Schumpeter wrote about the “cre-

ative destruction” that transforms existing industries and creates

entirely new ones. The economic historian Joel Mokyr notes: “Econ-

omists and historians alike realize that there is a deep difference

between homo economicus and homo creativus. One makes the

most of what nature permits him to have. The other rebels against

nature’s dictates. Technological creativity, like all creativity, is an

act of rebellion.”8

Yet creativity is not the province of just a few select geniuses who

can get away with breaking the mold because they possess super-

human talents. It is a capacity inherent to varying degrees in virtually

all of us. According to Boden, who sums up a wealth of research:

“Creativity draws crucially on our ordinary abilities. Noticing, re-

membering, seeing, speaking, hearing, understanding language,

and recognizing analogies: all these talents of Everyman are impor-

tant.”9 And she explodes the idea of the lone “creative genius.”

The romantic myth of “creative genius” rarely helps. Often it is insidiously

self-destructive. It can buttress the self-confidence of those individuals who

believe themselves to be among the chosen few (perhaps it helped Beethoven

to face his many troubles). But it undermines the self-regard of those who

do not. Someone who believes that creativity is a rare or special power cannot
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sensibly hope that perseverance, or education, will enable them to join the

creative elite. Either one is already a member, or will never be. Monolithic

notions of creativity, talent, or intelligence are discouraging in the same

way. Either one has got “it” or one hasn’t. Why bother to try if one’s efforts

can lead only to a slightly less dispiriting level of mediocrity? . . . A very

different attitude is possible for someone who sees creativity as based in

ordinary abilities we all share, and in practised expertise to which we can

all aspire.10

Creativity is multidimensional and experiential. Simonton writes

that “creativity is favored by an intellect that has been enriched

with diverse experiences and perspectives,” and that it is “associated

with a mind that exhibits a variety of interests and knowledge.”11

The varied forms of creativity that we typically regard as different

from one another—technological creativity (or invention), eco-

nomic creativity (entrepreneurship), and artistic and cultural cre-

ativity, among others—are in fact deeply interrelated. Not only do

they share a common thought process, they reinforce each other

through cross-fertilization and mutual stimulation. This is one rea-

son that historical and present practitioners of different forms of

creativity have tended to congregate and feed off one another in

teeming, multifaceted creative centers—Florence in the early Ren-

aissance; Vienna in the late 1800s and early 1900s; the many fast-

growing creative centers across the United States today.

Stimulating and glamorous as it may sometimes be, creativity is

in fact hard work. Both Thomas Edison (a paragon of technological

creativity) and George Bernard Shaw (a cultural creative) liked to

say that genius is 90 percent perspiration and 10 percent

inspiration.12 Or as the journalist Red Smith once said of the de-

mands of his craft: “There’s nothing to writing. All you do is sit

down at the typewriter and open a vein.” Here we have an inventor,

a playwright, and a sportswriter sounding a common theme: the
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creative ethos is built on discipline and focus, sweat and blood. As

Boden put it: “A person needs time, and enormous effort, to amass

mental structures and to explore their potential. It is not always

easy (it was not easy for Beethoven). Even when it is, life has many

other attractions. Only a strong commitment to the domain—

music, maths, medicine—can prevent someone from dissipating

their energies on other things.”13

Creativity can take a long time before it bears fruit—there are

many stories of great mathematicians and scientists mulling a prob-

lem for months or more, only to be finally “illuminated” while step-

ping onto a bus or staring into a fireplace—but even this apparent

magic is the result of long preparation. Thus Louis Pasteur’s famous

dictum: “Chance favors only the prepared mind.” Or as Wesley

Cohen and Daniel Levinthal have put it in their studies of firm-

based innovation: “Fortune favors the prepared firm.”14

Because of the all-absorbing nature of creative work, many great

thinkers of the past were people who “formed no close ties.” They

had lots of colleagues and acquaintances, but few close friends and

often no spouse or children. In fact, muses the psychiatrist Anthony

Storr, “if intense periods of concentration over long periods are re-

quired to attain fundamental insights, the family man is at a dis-

advantage.” Quoting the famous bachelor Isaac Newton on his

process of discovery—“I keep the subject constantly before me, and

wait till the first dawnings open slowly by little and little into the

full and clear light”—Storr notes that “If Newton had been subject

to the demands of a wife for companionship or interrupted by the

patter of tiny feet, it would certainly have been less easy for him.”15

Surely some creative people are inspired by money, but studies

find that truly creative individuals, from artists and writers to sci-

entists and open-source software developers, are driven primarily

by internal motivations, by the intrinsic rewards and satisfactions

of their pursuits. Too much pressure from the outside might even
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inhibit them. In a study of motivation and reward, Harvard Business

School psychologist Teresa Amabile observed, “Intrinsic motivation

is conducive to creativity, but extrinsic motivation is detrimental.

It appears that when people are primarily motivated to do some

creative activity by their own interest and enjoyment of that activity,

they may be more creative than when they are primarily motivated

by some goal imposed upon them by others.”16

Although creativity is often viewed as an individual phenomenon,

it is an inescapably social process. Even the lone creator relies

heavily on contributors and collaborators. Successful creators have

often organized themselves and others into teams for systematic

effort. When Edison opened his laboratory in Menlo Park, New

Jersey, he called it an “invention factory” and announced his in-

tention to produce “a minor invention every ten days and a big

thing every six months or so.”17 The artist Andy Warhol similarly

dubbed his Manhattan studio The Factory. Warhol liked to cultivate

a public image of bemused indifference, but he was a prolific or-

ganizer and worker—mobilizing friends and colleagues to publish

a magazine and produce films and music, pursuing his own art all

the while.

Creativity flourishes best in a unique kind of social environment:

one that is stable enough to allow for continuity of effort, yet diverse

and broad-minded enough to nourish creativity in all its subversive

forms. Simonton identifies four key characteristics of the times and

places where creativity flourishes the most: “domain activity, intel-

lectual receptiveness, ethnic diversity, [and] political openness.” In

a study of the history of Japanese culture—a culture that has been

“highly variable in its openness to outside influences”—Simonton

found that “those periods in which Japan was receptive to alien influx

were soon followed by periods of augmented creative activity.”18

One final cautionary note: Mokyr, a historian, notes that tech-

nological creativity has tended to rise and then fade dramatically
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at various times and places, when social and economic institutions

turn rigid and act against it. Spectacular fade-outs occurred, for in-

stance, in late medieval times in the Islamic world and in China.

Both societies, which had been leaders in fields from mathematics

to mechanical invention, then proceeded to fall far behind Western

Europe economically. When one takes the long view of human his-

tory, Mokyr writes, one sees that “technological progress is like a

fragile and vulnerable plant, whose flourishing is not only depend-

ent on the appropriate surroundings and climate, but whose life is

almost always short. It is highly sensitive to the social and economic

environment and can easily be arrested.”19 A continual outpouring

of creativity “cannot and should not be taken for granted,” Mokyr

warns—even today. Creativity doesn’t automatically sustain itself

over long periods, but requires constant attention to and investment

in the economic and social forms that feed the creative impulse.

This is all the more reason to study the institutions of the Creative

Economy closely, so that we can understand their inner workings

and nourish them appropriately.

The Ultimate Source of Creativity

Creativity is not only inherent in humans, it is literally what dis-

tinguishes us, economically speaking, from other species. “We pro-

duce goods by rearranging physical objects, but so do other animals,

often with remarkable precision,” notes the economist Paul Romer.

“Where people excel as economic animals is in their ability to pro-

duce ideas, not just physical goods. An ant will go through its life

without ever coming up with even a slightly different idea about

how to gather food. But people are almost incapable of this kind

of rote adherence to instruction. We are incurable experimenters

and problem solvers.”20
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“We are not used to thinking of ideas as economic goods,” he

continues, “but they are surely the most significant ones that we

produce. The only way for us to produce more economic value—

and thereby generate economic growth—is to find ever more valu-

able ways to make use of the objects available to us.” Ideas, he notes,

are especially potent because they are not like other goods, such as

mineral deposits and machines, which deplete or wear out with

use.21 A good idea, like the concept of the wheel, “can be used over

and over again” and in fact grows in value the more it is used. It

offers not diminishing returns, but increasing returns. Moreover,

an idea can be built upon. As other people apply their own creativity

to a new scientific theory or product design, they can tinker with

it, improve it, and combine it with other ideas in growing prolif-

erations of new forms. This is what has happened in recent cen-

turies. The early 1900s were a time when waves of invention—the

accumulated fruits of that creativity—were being harnessed, mass-

produced, and widely promulgated through society as never be-

fore. What we are living through now is the next step. Now it is

not just the fruits or artifacts of creativity, but creativity itself that

is being harnessed on a truly massive scale and promulgated as

never before.

Today we like to think that we clearly understand creativity as a

source of economic value. Many commentators, for instance, trum-

pet the point that “intellectual property”—useful new knowledge

embodied in computer programs, or patents, or formulas—has

become more valuable than any kind of physical property. It’s no

surprise that we litigate over intellectual property and argue about

the proper means of protecting it as fiercely as miners battled

over claims during the California Gold Rush. But as Lawrence

Lessig has powerfully argued, our penchant for overprotecting

and overlitigating intellectual property may well serve to constrain

and limit the creative impulse.22 In the long run, we cannot forget
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what the fundamental cornerstone of our wealth is. Although useful

knowledge may reside in programs or formulas, it does not originate

in them, but in people. The ultimate intellectual property—the one

that really replaces land, labor, and capital as the most valuable eco-

nomic resource—is the human creative faculty.

Karl Marx had it more than partly right when he foresaw that

workers would someday control the means of production. This is

beginning to happen to a certain degree, although not as Marx

thought it would, with the proletariat rising up and taking over

factories. If workers control the means of production today that

is because it is inside their own heads; they are the means of pro-

duction. Thus, the ultimate “control” issue is not who owns the

patents or whether the creative worker or the employer holds

the balance of power in labor market negotiations. While those

battles swing back and forth, the ultimate control issue—the one

we have to stay focused on, individually and collectively—is how

to keep the creative furnaces that burn inside each and every

human being fully stoked.

Creativity Versus Organization

This brings us back to one of the core tensions or contradictions

of our time—that between creativity and organization. Creative

people come in many different forms. Some are mercurial and in-

tuitive in their work habits, others methodical. Some prefer to chan-

nel their energies into big, radical ideas; others are tinkerers and

improvers. Some like to move from job to job, whereas others prefer

the security of a large organization. Some are at their best when

they work in groups; others like nothing better than to be left alone.

Moreover, many people don’t fall at the extremes—and their work

and lifestyle preferences may change as they mature.
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What all of these people have in common is a need for organi-

zations and environments that will allow them to be creative—that

value their input, challenge them, have mechanisms for mobilizing

resources around ideas, and that are receptive to both small changes

and the occasional game changer. Companies and places that can

provide this kind of environment, regardless of size, will have an

edge in attracting, managing, and motivating creative talent. The

same companies and places will also tend to enjoy a flow of inno-

vation, reaping competitive advantage in the short run and evolu-

tionary advantage in the long run.

Although certain environments promote creativity, others most

certainly kill it. Adam Smith noted this as early as 1776, in The

Wealth of Nations. In his famous description of the pin factory,

Smith praised the division of labor, a concept that allowed pins to

be made efficiently by splitting the process into eighteen distinct

steps, with each worker or group of workers typically doing only

one step. “The man whose whole life is spent in performing a few

simple operations,” he also noted, “has no occasion to exert his un-

derstanding or to exercise his invention,” adding: “He naturally

loses, therefore, the habit of such exertion, and generally becomes

as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to be-

come. The torpor of his mind renders him, not only incapable of

relishing or bearing a part in any rational conversation, but of con-

ceiving any generous, noble, or tender sentiment.”23

In their insightful book The Social Life of Information, John Seely

Brown and Paul Duguid describe the inherent tug-of-war between

the ways that organizations generate knowledge and creativity, and

the means by which they translate those assets into actual products

and services.24 Creativity comes from individuals working in small

groups, which Brown and Duguid refer to as “communities of prac-

tice.” These communities emphasize exploration and discovery.

Each develops distinctive habits, customs, priorities, and insights

that are the secrets of its creativity and inventiveness. But process
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and structure are required to link these communities to one another,

transfer knowledge, achieve scale, and generate growth. Practice

without process becomes unmanageable, but process without prac-

tice damps out the creativity required for innovation; the two sides

exist in perpetual tension. Only the most sophisticated and aware

organizations are able to balance these countervailing forces in

ways that lead to sustained creativity and long-run growth.

This fundamental tension between organization and creativity

is reflected in a remarkable dialogue between two of the greatest

chroniclers of everyday life in the mid-twentieth century, William

Whyte and Jane Jacobs. Whyte’s classic book, The Organization

Man, published in 1956, documented the stifling effect of organi-

zation and bureaucracy on individuality and creativity.25 A jour-

nalist at Fortune magazine, Whyte showed how the big corporations

of the time selected and favored the type of person who goes along

to get along, rather than someone who might go against the grain.

The result, he wrote, was “a generation of bureaucrats.” Even re-

search and development, though lavishly funded, was becoming

bureaucratized: “Money, money everywhere . . . but not a cent to

think.” Whyte’s organization man had an average workweek of fifty

to sixty hours, was more interested in work than in his spouse, and

depended on the corporation for his very identity. He often lived

in prepackaged suburban developments like Park Forest, Illinois,

a place Whyte studied exhaustively. The new suburban communities

were seen as more progressive and liberating than the old small

towns. But as Whyte showed, they came to exert strong pressures

of their own for social adaptation and conformity. In Park Forest,

as in the corporations for whom many of its upwardly mobile res-

idents worked, the idiosyncratic individual was quickly stigmatized.

In contrast, Jacobs’s monumental work, The Death and Life 

of Great American Cities, published just five years later in 1961,

celebrated the creativity and diversity of urban neighborhoods

like her own Greenwich Village in New York City.26 The creative
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community, Jacobs argued, required diversity, an appropriate

physical environment, and a certain kind of person to generate

ideas, spur innovation, and harness human creativity. In contrast

to the conformity, homogeneity, and insularity that Whyte had

deplored, Jacob’s neighborhoods were veritable fountainheads of

individuality, difference, and social interaction. The miracle of these

places, she argued, was found in the hurly-burly life of the street,

which provided the venue for a more or less continuous conver-

sation, a source of both civility and creativity. People of all classes

and educations, with all kinds of ideas, were constantly jostling

against each other and striking intellectual sparks. Jacobs docu-

mented in painstaking detail the way this worked in and around

Hudson Street, where she lived, a neighborhood of tenement apart-

ments and town houses, shops, and bars, among them the famed

White Horse Tavern, where workers, writers, musicians, and in-

tellectuals gathered for relaxation, conversation, and the occasional

new idea.

What made Hudson Street so fertile was its combination of phys-

ical and social environments. It had short blocks that generated

the greatest variety in foot traffic. It had a wide diversity of people,

from virtually every ethnic background and walk of life. It had

broad sidewalks and a tremendous variety of types of buildings—

apartments, stores, even small factories—which meant that there

were always different kinds of people outside and on different sched-

ules. There were lots of old, underutilized buildings, ideal for indi-

vidualistic and creative enterprises ranging from artists’ studios to

small entrepreneurial businesses. Hudson Street also fostered and

attracted exemplars of a certain type of person: Jacobs’s all-important

“public characters.” These people—shopkeepers, merchants, and

neighborhood leaders of various sorts—were the antitheses of

Whyte’s organization men. Utilizing their positions in social net-

works, they connected and catalyzed people and ideas, playing crit-

ical roles in resource mobilization.
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Ironically but not surprisingly, Jacobs and Whyte were the closest

of friends. When asked in March 2001, on the fortieth anniversary

of the publication of The Death and Life of Great American Cities, to

name her most admired contemporaries, Jacobs had this to say:

“Holly Whyte, William H. Whyte. . . . He was an important person

to me and he was somebody whose ideas, yes, were on the same wave-

length. And it was through Holly that I met my . . . publisher. . . . I

told him what I wanted and he agreed to publish it and gave me 

a contract.”27

This bond is also evident in their work. Whyte lamented the rise

of organizational society and the alienation, isolation, and con-

formity it engendered. Jacobs showed the possibility of an alterna-

tive, a setting where difference, nonconformity, and creativity could

thrive. Who at the time could have guessed what verdict history

would render? For much of the past half century, intelligent ob-

servers of modern life believed it was Whyte’s world that had tri-

umphed. But now it appears that Jacobs’s world may well be

carrying the day. Not only are urban neighborhoods similar to

Hudson Street reviving across the country, but many of the prin-

ciples that animated Hudson Street are diffusing throughout our

economy and society. Personal lives and workplaces, whole indus-

tries and geographic regions are beginning to operate on the prin-

ciples of constant, dynamic, creative interaction.

The Rise of the Creative Economy

I certainly agree with those who say that the advanced nations are

shifting to information-based, knowledge-driven economies. The

always-prescient Peter Drucker, who outlined the rise of the so-

called knowledge economy, was one of the first and most noted ex-

ponents of this view: “The basic economic resources—‘the means

of production,’ to use the economist’s term, is no longer capital,
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nor natural resources . . . nor ‘labor.’ It is and will be knowledge,”

he wrote.28 Yet rather than knowledge, I see creativity—the faculty

that enables us to derive useful new forms from knowledge—as the

key driver of today’s economy. In my formulation, knowledge and

information are merely the tools and the materials of creativity. In-

novation, whether in the form of a new technological artifact or a

new business model or method, is its product.

None of this is totally new, of course; human beings have been

engaged in creative activities since antiquity, often with spectacular

results. But what we are doing now is mainstreaming these activities;

building an entire economic infrastructure around them. Scientific

and artistic endeavors, for instance, have become industries unto

themselves, and they have combined in new ways to create still

newer industries. The joint expansion of technological innovation

and creative content work has increasingly become the motor force

of economic growth.

As far as I can tell BusinessWeek was the first to introduce the

concept of the Creative Economy, in August 2000.29 Not long after-

ward, John Howkins documented its global impact in his aptly

titled book The Creative Economy,30 though he used the term in a

somewhat different sense than I do. Whereas I define the Creative

Economy in terms of occupations, Howkins defines it to include

fifteen creative industry sectors such as software, R&D and design,

and creative-content industries like film and music. These industries

produce intellectual property in the form of patents, copyrights,

trademarks, and proprietary designs.31

The Creative Factory

Not just the start-up company, the research laboratory, and the

artist’s studio, but the factory itself can be and often is an arena for
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creative work. In fact, my studies of high performance factories

in the 1980s and 1990s served as the inspiration for my theory of

the Creative Class. Given the chance factory workers are often the

ones who come up with basic improvements in productivity and

performance.32 I saw this time and again in my studies of Japanese

and US factories. Even in areas such as environmental quality, it

was line workers doing little things—like putting in drip pans—

who were the key to making factories greener and more productive

at the same time.33 Today more and more factory jobs require cre-

ativity as a condition of employment. In many advanced manu-

facturing plants, even candidates for entry-level assembly jobs must

pass a battery of tests screening them for aptitudes such as problem

solving and the ability to work in self-directed teams.34 Increasing

numbers of factory workers no longer touch the products they

make but essentially monitor, control, and at times program the

computers that run the production processes.35 The manager of a

fully automated steel mill in the American Midwest summed it up

best when he told me: “The result is the rise of the creative factory,

where factory workers contribute their ideas and intellectual talent

as well as their physical labor.”

I first came to understand the enormous power of creativity at

work not from economic textbooks or from my research, but very

early in life, from my father, Louis Florida. Born to Italian immi-

grant parents in Newark, New Jersey, he quit school at age fourteen

and took a job in a factory that made eyeglass frames to help sup-

port his family during the Great Depression. After fighting in

World War II—he was one of those who stormed the beaches at

Normandy—he returned to his previous line of work at a place

called Victory Optical. By the early 1960s, when I was a small boy,

he had worked his way up from laborer to a supervisory post. On

some Saturdays he had to put in a few hours at work; occasionally,

he would give in to my pants-tugging pleas and let me tag along. My
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eyes ablaze with curiosity, we drove through Newark’s sprawling,

industrial Ironbound Section, so called because it was latticed with

railroad lines, to the giant brick factory. Inside the plant, I would

race on small legs to keep up with my father as he strode past the

presses, the lathes, the vats of plating solutions, and huge bins of

eyeglass frames of every kind.The energy was incredible; it was a

phantasmagoria of rapidly moving people, set amid the sounds of

whirring machines and foreign-accented English, and the smells

of cutting fluids, melted plastic, and finely shaved metal chips.

My father and his colleague Karl, a German-born machinist,

would talk about the latest machinery from Italy and Germany and

the advanced production systems used by their European competi-

tors. But my father would always remind me that the real productive

power of the factory came not from its machines and presses but

from the intelligence and creativity of its workers. “Richard,” he

would say, “the factory does not run itself. It is those incredibly

skilled men who are the heart, soul, and mind of this factory.”

My most vivid lesson on that score occurred when I was a Cub

Scout and I entered my first Pinewood Derby, a racing event for

small model cars. Each scout was given the same basic materials to

work with: a rectangular block of wood, plastic wheels, and metal

axles. The instructions were to fashion a car from the materials sup-

plied, and not to add additional weight in excess of five ounces.

The cars would race by rolling down a sloped track. The week before

my first race, I worked on the car with my father. We basically fas-

tened the wheels to the block of wood, added a coat of paint and

showed up. Suffice it to say, we were badly beaten. Our primitive

clunker literally fell apart, its wheels flying in all directions, as the

sleek cars of the other scouts flew by. Those sharp-looking cars fas-

cinated me, and I made my father promise to help me build one.

The next year we set to work early, designing a streamlined racer.

We started by talking to the machinists and machine-tool designers

32 T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S



at Victory Optical, taking the car to the factory on weekends to

seek their advice. We honed that block of wood into an efficient

aerodynamic design. We added a precise amount of lead weight,

per the guidelines, to gain additional speed. We fashioned a little

test track. In trial runs, the front axle began to crack under the strain

of repeated impact with the stopping barrier at the bottom. With

the help of the machinists, we developed an innovative solution,

carving a bit of wood from the rear of the car and gluing it to its

nose to protect the axle. We added a metallic paint job, decals, a

roll bar, and the pièce de résistance—a little plastic driver. The fin-

ished car looked like a Formula One racer. With the collective in-

genuity of Victory Optical in our corner, we went on to win every

Pinewood Derby championship for the remainder of my Cub Scout

career, at which point the dynasty passed along to my younger

brother’s racers. The creativity of the workers in the eyeglass-frame

factory was multidimensional: it could be applied to my world, too.

My father’s factory also taught me about the consequences of

bad management—and the squelching of creativity—in the age of

high Fordism. For years, the Victory Optical plant had been an ex-

ception to the Organizational Age rule: it was operated entirely by

foremen and self-made managers like my father, who had worked

their way up from the shop floor. These managers had tremendous

respect for the ideas of the factory workers. I can remember the

workers looking at samples of the latest designer eyeglass frames

from overseas and coming up with their own designs to improve

on the high-priced imports. Then, in the late 1960s and 1970s, the

plant owners began to hire college-educated engineers and MBAs

to oversee the factory’s operations. With considerable book knowl-

edge but little experience in the actual workings of the factory, these

new recruits proposed complex new ideas and systems that in-

evitably failed and, at worst, brought production to a grinding halt.

Their ideas not only were ineffective but created growing animosity
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among the workforce. The bitter standoff between workers and

management finally became intolerable. One day in the late 1970s,

when I was at college, my father called me on the phone and said,

“Today, I quit.”

At the time, I was a little skeptical about my father’s version of

events: could college-educated experts really have ruined his fac-

tory? I was a college student myself, after all, trying to use education

to move up the socioeconomic ladder. But within a couple of years,

I realized how right he had been. As the workforce grew more de-

moralized, problems mounted. Skilled people quit. Machinists left

in droves. The foremen and supervisors who had come up from

the floor quickly followed. Without their storehouse of knowledge

and institutional memory, the factory could not operate. Less than

three years after my father’s departure, Victory Optical was bank-

rupt. The huge, vibrant factory that had captivated me in my youth

was shuttered, vacant, abandoned. It was as heartbreaking as it was

ironic. Just when the leading edge of the corporate world had begun

moving toward the creative factory concept—the concept that Vic-

tory had been run by all along—Victory had moved in the opposite

direction: back to the past, to the deadening paradigm that delegated

creativity to the men at the top and denied it to the rank and file.

The image of the factory as an arena for rote physical labor alone

has always been wrong. It never gave a complete picture of the eco-

nomic activity that went on inside. Workers have always used their

intellects and creative capabilities to get things done. And though

they were stifled for long periods in many industries, factory work-

ers today are coming to be valued more for their ideas about quality

and continuous improvement than for their ability to perform rou-

tine manual tasks. Across the board, in a multitude of jobs, work

has taken on an explicitly creative component.
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C H A P T E R  3

The Creative Class

T
he rise of the Creative Economy has had a profound effect on

the sorting of people into social groups or classes, changing the

composition of existing ones and creating new ones. I am far

from the first to have raised the idea that the advanced industrial

economies have given birth to new classes. During the 1960s, Peter

Drucker and Fritz Machlup described the growing economic role

played by “knowledge workers.” Sometime later, Daniel Bell iden-

tified a meritocratic class structure of scientists, engineers, man-

agers, and administrators that had been engendered by the shift

from a manufacturing to a “postindustrial” economy. The sociol-

ogist Erik Olin Wright has written extensively about the rise of

what he called a new “professional-managerial” class.1 Robert Reich

advanced the term “symbolic analysts” to describe members of the

workforce who manipulate ideas and symbols.2 All of these ob-

servers picked up on economic aspects of the emerging class struc-

ture that I describe here.

Others zeroed in on the wider repercussions of these changes on

social norms and value systems. Near the end of his 1983 book

Class, the University of Pennsylvania’s Paul Fussell taxonomized

many of the attributes that I now assign to the Creative Class. After

a witty romp through status markers that delineate, say, the upper
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middle class from “high proles,” Fussell noted the presence of a

growing “X” group that seemed to defy existing categories.

You are not born an X person. You earn X-personhood by a stren-

uous effort of discovery in which curiosity and originality are

indispensable.

The young flocking to the cities to devote themselves to “art,”

“writing,” “creative work”—anything, virtually, that liberates

them from the presence of a boss or superior—are aspirant 

X people.

The middle-class person is “always somebody’s man,” the X per-

son is nobody’s.

X people are independent-minded. They adore the work they do,

and they do it until they are finally carried out, “retirement”

being a concept meaningful only to hired personnel or wage

slaves who despise their work.3

Others have charted the rise of knowledge workers. In 1996,

Stephen Barley estimated that professional, technical, and mana-

gerial occupations increased from just 10 percent of the workforce

in 1900 to 30 percent by 1991, while both blue-collar work and

agricultural work had fallen precipitously.4 In 2001, the sociologist

Steven Brint estimated that the “scientific, professional and knowledge

economy” accounted for 36 percent of all US employment in 1996.

Brint’s human-capital–based estimate included industries in which

at least 5 percent of the workforce has graduate degrees, including

agricultural services, mass media, chemicals, plastics, pharmaceu-

ticals, computers and electric equipment, scientific instruments,

banking, accounting, consulting and other business services, health

services and hospitals, education, legal services, and nearly all re-

ligious and governmental organizations.5

In Bobos in Paradise, David Brooks described a new blending

of bohemian and bourgeois values among upper-income profes-
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sionals.6 But Creative Class identity runs much deeper than a set

of changing affections and affectations; it is rooted in our changed

economic circumstances. What binds it together is not just its

values and attitudes but the place it occupies in the economic

structure.

Class membership follows from people’s economic functions.

Their social identities as well as their cultural preferences, values,

lifestyles, and consumption and buying habits all flow from this.

Whereas members of the Working Class work mainly with their

physical bodies, members of the Creative Class work mainly with

their minds. And for all those who believe this kind of mental or

creative labor does not match up to physical work, listen to what

the great chronicler of the Working Class, Karl Marx, had to say:

Nature builds no machines, no locomotives, railways, electric telegraphs,

self-acting mules, etc. These are products of human industry; natural ma-

terial transformed into organs of the human will over nature, they are organs

of the human brain, created by the human hand; the power of knowledge

objectified. The development of [technology] indicates to what degree gen-

eral social knowledge has become a direct force of production, and to what

degree, hence, the conditions of the process of social life itself have come

under the control of the general intellect and have been transformed in ac-

cordance with it.7

There are no shortages of social scientists who believe that class

has declined as a social and economic category. I disagree with them

fundamentally. Class, in particular the rise of the Creative Class,

exerts an increasingly powerful influence over virtually every aspect

of our lives. Throughout this book, and in its penultimate chapter,

added especially for this revised edition, I will illustrate the effects

class has on myriad aspects of our very existence, from the economic

performance of our cities, regions, and nations to our political views

and values, from the ways we work to our very health and well-being.
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In this book’s original edition, I noted that although my field re-

search and interviews made it clear that members of the Creative

Class did not yet see themselves as members of a unique social

grouping, they actually did share many tastes, desires, and prefer-

ences. I added that this new class may not be as distinct in this regard

as the industrial Working Class was in its heyday, but it does have

an emerging coherence. Since that time, the Creative Class has be-

come increasingly self-aware, not just within nations but globally. 

This chapter updates all of the statistics on the Creative Class and

the new class structure, based on the most current available data. It

also summarizes a great deal of new research on the definition of the

Creative Class that has appeared since this book was first published.

Defining the Creative Class

The distinguishing characteristic of the Creative Class is that its

members engage in work whose function is to “create meaningful

new forms.” I define the Creative Class by the occupations that

people have, and I divide it into two components. What I call the

Super-Creative Core of the Creative Class includes scientists and

engineers, university professors, poets and novelists, artists, en-

tertainers, actors, designers, and architects, as well as the thought

leadership of modern society: nonfiction writers, editors, cultural

figures, think-tank researchers, analysts, and other opinion makers.

I define the highest order of creative work as producing new forms

or designs that are readily transferable and widely useful—such as

designing a consumer product that can be manufactured and sold;

coming up with a theorem or strategy that can be applied in many

cases; or composing music that can be performed again and again.

Whether they are software programmers or engineers, architects,

or filmmakers, the people at the core of the Creative Class engage

in this kind of work regularly; it’s what they are paid to do. Along
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with problem solving, their work may entail problem finding: not

just building a better mousetrap, but noticing that a better mouse-

trap would be a handy thing to have.

Beyond this core group, the Creative Class also includes “creative

professionals” who work in a wide range of knowledge-intensive

industries, such as high-tech, financial services, the legal and health

care professions, and business management. These people engage

in creative problem solving, drawing on complex bodies of knowl-

edge to solve specific problems. Doing so typically requires a high

degree of formal education and thus a high level of human capital.

People who do this kind of work may sometimes come up with

methods or products that turn out to be widely useful, but it’s not

part of their basic job description. What they are required to do

regularly is to think on their own, apply or combine standard ap-

proaches in unique ways to fit different situations, exercise a great

deal of judgment, and perhaps even try something radically new

from time to time. Creative Class people such as physicians, lawyers,

and managers may also be involved in testing and refining new

treatment protocols, new legal interpretations or management tech-

niques, and may even develop such things themselves. As they do

more of this latter kind of work, perhaps through a career shift or

promotion, they move up to the Super-Creative Core: producing

transferable, widely usable new forms is now their primary function.

Much the same is true of the growing number of technicians who

apply complex bodies of knowledge to their work with physical

materials. They are sufficiently engaged in creative problem solving

that I have included a large subset of them in the Creative Class.

In an insightful study,8 Stephen Barley of Stanford University em-

phasized the growing importance and influence of this group of

workers, who are taking on increased responsibility to interpret

their work and make decisions, blurring the old distinction between

white-collar work (done by decision makers) and blue-collar work

(done by those who follow orders).
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There has been a robust debate over how to define the Creative

Class since this book was originally published. One common mis-

perception is that the Creative Class is just another way of counting

people who have college degrees—the more conventional measure

of human capital. In his review of the original edition of this book,

the Harvard University urban economist Edward Glaeser wrote:

“While Florida acts as if there is a difference between the human

capital theory of city growth and the ‘creative capital’ theory of

growth, that is news to me. I have always argued that human capital

predicts urban success because ‘high skilled people in high skilled

industries may come up with new ideas.’”9 Or as Forbes writer Mark

Bergen tweeted about the Creative Class on October 7, 2011, “If

you just called it the ‘Bachelor’s Degree or Higher Class,’ it’d be a

whole lot less confusing.”

The reality is, while degree holders and the Creative Class overlap

considerably, they’re hardly the same.10 Across the entire United

States, nearly three-fourths (72.2 percent, to be exact) of adults with

college degrees are members of the Creative Class. But less than 60

percent (59.3 percent) of the members of the Creative Class have

college degrees, according to a detailed analysis by my colleagues

Kevin Stolarick of the University of Toronto and Elizabeth Currid-

Halkett of the University of Southern California. In other words,

four in ten members of the Creative Class—16.6 million workers—

do not have college degrees. As Stolarick and Currid-Halkett write:

“Thus, while some correlation would be expected, our results in-

dicate that human capital and the Creative Class do not necessarily

capture the same people nor is a measure of each’s respective pres-

ence in a regional economy indicative of similar trends.”11

With data supplied by Stolarick, Glaeser ran a regression analysis

of the relative economic effects of my Creative Class measures ver-

sus the conventional human capital measure (the share of adults

with at least a college degree) and found that the conventional vari-

able substantially outperformed mine. “Maybe there is more to cre-
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ativity than just schooling,” he writes, “but the regression doesn’t

show it.” Maybe he should talk with Sir Ken Robinson, the educa-

tion expert who shows that schooling often inhibits and retards

creativity.12 But that’s beside the point. The metric that Glaeser used

to capture performance was population growth, and population

growth and economic growth are not the same thing at all. Many

regions that grow population experience little or no economic

growth. In fact, there is no correlation between the two.

The fact is, a significant body of research shows that the Creative

Class measure operates in addition to and through other channels

than the standard human capital variable. A large-scale study by

Stolarick, Mellander, and myself shows that the Creative Class has

a bigger effect on wages—a key element of regional productivity—

whereas education tends to have a greater effect on income.13 In-

dependent research by economist Todd Gabe and others backs this

up, showing that the Creative Class continues to have a substantial

effect on regional economic growth when controlling for the effects

of education and other factors.

More to the point, having a Creative Class job also brings eco-

nomic benefits that extend beyond those of going to college. A col-

lege graduate working in the same occupation as a non-college

graduate earns approximately 50 percent higher wages. But having

a Creative Class job adds another 16 percent, about the same as an-

other 1.5 years of additional education, according to Gabe’s re-

search.14 Even more important, just counting years of education

ignores a lot of people who do very creative work, including world-

shaping entrepreneurs such as Steve Jobs and Bill Gates, or artists

and others who did not complete college.

Others criticized my concept of the Creative Class as a “hodge-

podge,” saying it includes too broad a spectrum of occupations

and types of work to be really meaningful. For example, business-

people make a lot more money than artists. True, artists, designers,

entertainers, and media workers earn about half ($52,290 per year
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Table 3.1  Average Annual Wages and Salaries for the Classes, 2010

Class/Occupation Salary

Creative Class $70,714

Management $105,440

Legal $96,940

Computer and Mathematical $77,230

Architecture and Engineering $75,550

Health Care Practitioners and Technical $71,280

Business and Financial Operations $67,690

Life, Physical, and Social Science $66,390

Sales (high-end) $61,484

Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and Media $52,290

Education, Training, and Library $50,440

Working Class $36,991

Service Class $29,188

Agriculture $24,324

All Occupations $44,410

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employ-
ment Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. 
Analysis by Kevin Stolarick. 

in 2010) of what those in management occupations earn and con-

siderably less than lawyers, engineers, and architects. Of the major

Creative Class occupations, only education workers make less.

But the pay differences within the Creative Class pale when you

compare them to the differences between the classes (see Table

3.1). Other critics pointed out that artists, engineers, and busi-

nesspeople are very different kinds of people, with different in-

terests and personalities. If you weren’t likely to find them at the

same cocktail party, how could you say they belonged to the same

class? I could say that they missed the point, but there is a better



answer. My original definition of the Creative Class was admittedly

based upon my research teams’ subjective assessments of the skill

content of work. But objective new data have since become available.

In a major 2007 study, David McGranahan and Timothy Wojan,

two economists with the US Department of Agriculture, independ-

ently updated the definition of the Creative Class, using detailed

data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Occupational Information

Network (O*NET) to specify the skills for each of the occupations

I included in my original definition.15 For the most part, they found

that my original definition held up, and that the correlation between

my original and their updated definition was substantial.16

In his bestselling Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the

Value of Work, Matthew Crawford, a philosophy-PhD’d think-

tanker turned motorcycle repairman, charged me with trying to el-

evate the mind work of faux bohemians, information techies, and

creative professionals over the old fashioned physical skills of shop

floor workers (he dubs it the “cult of creativity”). He accused me

of subscribing to the fashionable hippie nostrum that “Creativity

is what happens when people are liberated from the constraints of

conventionality.” Chastizing me, he notes that “the truth, of course,

is that creativity is a by-product of mastery of the sort that is cul-

tivated through long practice.”17 First, it’s simply not true that I el-

evate one kind of work over another. In the previous chapter, I

showed how Creative Class theory is built off my own experiences

as a young boy in my father’s creative factory, and later from my

studies of the advanced factories of Japan, which led a revolution

in productivity by tapping into workers’ knowledge and creative

talents as well as their physical skills.

The empirical fact that the Creative and Service Class sectors

are growing while blue-collar physical jobs are in dramatic decline

cannot be avoided. Crawford makes an impassioned case for the

kind of skilled trade work that he does in his motorcycle repair
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shop, as well he should—such work has been and continues to be

the source of good livelihoods and much fulfillment to those for-

tunate enough to be able to do it. The unfortunate truth, however,

is that the kind of work Crawford does is available to only a small

minority of workers. There are 5.3 million installation, repair, and

maintenance workers in the United States, less than one-tenth of

the more than 60 million workers who toil in mainly low-skill, low-

paid service jobs. Only 16,850 of them are motorcycle mechanics,

a fraction of a percent of the total US workforce. Crawford’s own

job is particularly enviable. As the owner-operator of his own shop,

he’s not an immiserated proletarian by any means, but an entre-

preneur. What makes Crawford’s job a good job—a great one,

really—is more than the physical skills he’s honed. It’s that he is one

of a very small minority of workers who can use his full complement

of talents and skills—cognitive, social, physical, and managerial. He

has near-complete control over how his work is done, and the flex-

ibility to do it how and when he likes—to be his own boss. For these

reasons, his work is a source of great pride and obvious joy. What

Crawford does in his shop, in fact, has much in common with Cre-

ative Class work. Most manufacturing and production work isn’t

like this. Much of it remains mind-numbing, de-skilled, and con-

trolled by machines—a modern, high-tech version of Charlie Chap-

lin flailing away as he tries to keep up with the assembly line.

Tracking the Classes

Working with my colleague Kevin Stolarick, first at Carnegie Mellon

University and now at the University of Toronto’s Martin Pros-

perity Institute, I developed a detailed statistical portrait of the rise

of the Creative Class and the changing class structure of the United

States through history, based on detailed occupational data collected

by the US Census. (The Appendix provides a complete explanation
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of all data and sources.) Our original time line covered the years

1900–1999; we have updated and expanded it to cover 1800 through

2010 (see Figures 3.1 and 3.2).

As of 2010, the Creative Class included some more than 41 mil-

lion Americans, roughly one-third of the entire US workforce. This

is up from the 38 million plus workers and 30 percent of the work-

force in 1999 that I reported in the original edition. But consider

how much it has expanded over the long sweep of history. In 1800,

the Creative Class accounted for just 12 percent of the US work-

force, and it hovered between that and 16 percent until 1960. It in-

creased gradually to 19 percent in 1970, to 24 percent in 1980, and

now stands at 32.6 percent as of 2010. In dollars-and-cents terms,

Creative Class members make quite a lot more than those in other

classes, averaging more than $70,000 per year. Taken as a whole,

the Creative Class packs an even larger economic punch, accounting

for roughly half  of all US wages and salaries.
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Growing alongside the Creative Class is the Service Class, which

contains low-end, typically low-wage and low-autonomy occupa-

tions such as: food-service workers, janitors and groundskeepers,

personal care attendants, secretaries and clerical workers, and se-

curity guards, among many others. In US Bureau of Labor Statistics

(BLS) projections from the late 1990s and 2000, service jobs like

“janitors and cleaners” and “waiters and waitresses” were some of

the fastest-growing job categories alongside creative ones like “com-

puter support specialists” and “systems analysts.” A decade later,

in 2012, the fastest-growing job categories the BLS predicted out

to 2020 included “personal care aides” and “home health aides”

ahead of Creative Class jobs for “biomedical engineers.”18

The Service Class includes some 60 million workers, or 47 percent

of the US workforce, making it the largest group of all. This is up
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from 55.2 million, or 43 percent of the workforce, when I wrote

the original edition ten years ago. The Service Class grew from

about one in five workers in the late nineteenth century to one-

third of the workforce by 1950 before climbing to 45 percent with

the new millennium.

The growth of this Service Class is in large measure a response

to the demands of the Creative Economy. As the economy has be-

come more specialized and the occupational division of labor has

deepened, the Creative Class has increasingly outsourced functions

that were previously provided within the family to the Service Class.

Some Service Class members have high upward mobility and will

eventually move into the Creative Class—college students working

nights or summers as food servers or office cleaners, for example,

or highly educated recent immigrants driving cabs in New York

City or Washington, DC. A few entrepreneurially minded members

may be successful enough to open their own restaurants, lawn and

garden services, and the like. But many have no way out; they are

stuck for life in menial jobs.

At its minimum-wage worst, life in the Service Class is a grueling

struggle for subsistence amid the wealth of others. By going “under -

cover” as a service worker, Barbara Ehrenreich provided a moving

chronicle of life on the bottom of the economic food chain in Nickel

and Dimed,19 a book that is even more relevant ten years after its

first publication (it was rereleased in 2011 with a new afterword).

The economic gap between the Creative Class and the Service Class

underpins the widening economic inequalities in America and else-

where. Members of the Service Class earn just slightly more than

$30,000 annually, roughly 40 percent of what the Creative Class

does.20 And though they make up more than 45 percent of the

workforce, they account for just one-third of all wages and salaries.

More than this widening gap in income and economic security,

this trend reflects a fundamental divide in what people are able to
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do with their lives, and how the economic positions and lifestyle

choices of some people drive and perpetuate the choices available

to others.

Finally, there is the traditional Working Class, which has about

26 million members, down roughly 20 percent from the 33 million

I reported in the original edition of this book. It consists of workers

in production operations, transportation and materials moving,

repair and maintenance, and construction work.

The Working Class share of the workforce surpassed that of agri-

culture around 1830, and continued to climb steadily, reaching 60

percent of the workforce by 1870. America remained a majority

Working Class nation until the 1950s and the Working Class share

of the workforce remained above 40 percent into the 1970s. It has

declined ever since, hitting 31 percent of the workforce in 1990 be-

fore declining to 21 percent by 2010. The share of the workforce

engaged in direct production has declined even more, to just 6 per-

cent. In 2010, the Working Class averaged $34,015 in annual wages,

roughly half (52 percent) of the Creative Class.

Alongside the growth in Creative Class occupations, we are also

seeing growth in creative content across other kinds of jobs. As

this increases—as the relevant body of knowledge becomes more

complex and workers are more valued for their ingenuity in ap-

plying it—some now in the Working Class or Service Class may

move into the Creative Class. A prime example of this can be seen

in the secretary in today’s pared-down offices. In many cases this

person not only takes on a host of tasks once performed by a large

staff but becomes a true office manager—channeling the flow of

information, devising and setting up new administrative systems,

often making key decisions on the fly. This person contributes

more than intelligence or computer skills. He or she adds creative

value. My recent research with Charlotta Mellander shows not

only that Working Class and Service Class members do engage in
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creative work but that when they do so, it results in higher produc-

tivity and higher wages (a crucial point I will return to in the final

chapter of this book). Not all workers are on track to join the Cre-

ative Class, however. Since we cannot truly prosper with a system

that harnesses the creativity of only one-third of its workforce, the

key task of the future must be to fully engage the creative talents

of the other two-thirds.

The Crisis and the Creative Class

Marx long ago showed how capitalist crises fuel the rise of new

classes and the eclipse of older ones and the economic systems they

are inextricably connected to. The Great Depression of the 1930s

and the Panic and Long Depression of the 1870s, as I have written

elsewhere, reset the economic and social order, accelerating the

rise of new production systems and new classes that were attached

to them. We are seeing this happen again. The crisis that began in

2008 has hit hardest at the Working Class and especially at blue-

collar men, so hard, in fact, that some pundits dubbed its fallout

the “mancession.” Hanna Rosin’s much-discussed Atlantic article,

“The End of Men,” argued that the age of male dominance might

have come to its end. “What if,” she asked, “the modern, postin-

dustrial economy is simply more congenial to women than men?”21

As the Working Class shrank, the Creative Class expanded. Be-

tween 2001 and 2010, the Creative Class grew by 2.8 million work-

ers, or 7.2 percent, expanding from 38.7 million to 41.4 million

members. The Working Class lost some 6 million of its members—

nearly one in five workers—over this same period, shrinking from

32.2 million to just 26 million. The shift can also be seen in the share

of the workforce accounted for by each of these classes. The Creative

Class share of the total workforce increased from 27.5 percent in
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2001 to 32.6 percent in 2010, while the Working Class share fell

from 22.9 percent to 20.5 percent. Creative Class employment did

fall over the course of the crisis, declining by about 700,000 workers,

or about 1.5 percent, between 2008 and 2010. But this pales in com-

parison to what the Working Class and Service Class endured. The

Working Class lost more than 5 million jobs during that same

period, and Service Class lost another 2 million jobs. Figure 3.2

shows the small blip in Creative Class growth caused by the crisis—

a deficit that it will more than make up in short order. According

to Bureau of Labor Statistics projections, the Creative Class is pro-

jected to add another 5.4 million jobs by 2020.

The effects of the crisis can also be seen in the very different ways

that the various classes experienced unemployment. The overall

US unemployment rate more than doubled, rising from less than

5 percent in November 2007 to 10.1 percent by October 2009. Dur-

ing the period of rapidly surging unemployment from January

through June 2009, the unemployment rate for the Working Class

rose to 15.2 percent, up from 6.2 percent before the onset of the

crisis, while Service Class unemployment hit 9 percent. But the un-

employment rate for the Creative Class, which was a negligible 1.8

percent in 2007, rose to just 4.4 percent at its apex in 2009—less

than one-half the rate for the Service Class and less than one-third

of that of the Working Class.

With Todd Gabe from the University of Maine and my Martin

Prosperity Institute colleague Charlotta Mellander, I undertook a

detailed statistical analysis to gauge the effects of a person’s socio -

economic class on unemployment prior to and near the official

end of the recession, controlling for the effects of gender, age, ed-

ucation, and other factors that might be expected to have an effect

on unemployment.22 Working Class members were more likely to

be unemployed even before the crisis struck: belonging to the Work-

ing Class increased the probability of being unemployed by 1.8 per-
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centage points as of March 2007. This probability more than dou-

bled, to 4.1 percentage points, by March 2009. Creative Class mem-

bers faced far less risk of unemployment over the course of the

crisis. Having a Creative Class job actually lowered a person’s prob-

ability of being unemployed by 2.8 percentage points—a very big

impact. We also found that having a large Creative Class presence

in a region lessened the impact of the crisis on members of the

Working Class—mainly because, as Part 4 will show, such regions

are more economically vibrant and resilient across the board.

A separate study by Stolarick and Currid-Halkett examined the

relationship between the Creative Class and unemployment rates

between July 2007 and February 2011 across more than 350 US met-

ropolitan areas.23 Overall, they found the Creative Class to be neg-

atively associated with regional unemployment: the larger a region’s

creative workforce, the lower its unemployment rate. They note:

At the peak, a 1% increase in the creative class and a 1% decrease in the

working class, ceteris paribus, are associated with an unemployment rate

that is 5.7% lower. Increasing the creative class by 1% and decreasing 

the service class by 1%, ceteris paribus, would reduce unemployment by

7.1%. Increasing the working class by 1% with a service class decrease of

1%, ceteris paribus, would increase unemployment by 1.4%. The overall

impact indicates that a higher share of creative workers is associated with

lower unemployment, from the expansion of the crisis through to the cur-

rent day.

Just the class variables alone explained between 30 and 57 percent

of the variation in regional unemployment rates. “Cities with a

larger creative class experienced slower unemployment as the crisis

started, and the rate was even slower as joblessness was expanding

across the country,” they write. “Cities with a creative workforce

reached a lower peak unemployment rate and then recovered more
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quickly.” They conclude, “In short, having a creative workforce going

into the crisis helped mitigate its effects on the regional economy.”

This pattern has been the case not just for the current crisis but

going back more than four decades. Figure 3.3 tracks the unem-

ployment rate for the three major classes from 1971 to 2009. The

Working Class unemployment rate surged to 14.5 percent in the re-

cession year of 1975, hit 16.8 percent in 1983, 12 percent in 1992,

and then 15.2 percent in 2009. Service Class unemployment hit 

9 percent in 1983 and again in 2009. Creative Class unemployment

never topped 5 percent over this entire period, hitting highs of 

3 percent in 1976, 3.7 percent in 1983, 3.1 percent in 1993 and again

in 2003, and its modern-day high of 4.4 in 2009.
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Which isn’t to say that the crisis hasn’t been hard on some mem-

bers of the Creative Class—it’s been hard on everyone. On October

1, 2011, Salon’s Scott Timberg went so far as to declare that the

Creative Class’s very existence is in jeopardy in an article that bore

the provocative title “The Creative Class Is a Lie.”24 Just as video

purportedly killed the radio star, the Internet and the economic

crisis is murdering the Creative Class, in Timberg’s view. “This cre-

ative class was supposed to be the new engine of the United States

economy, post-industrial age, and as the educated, laptop-wielding

cohort grew, the U.S. was going to grow with it,” he wrote. “But for

those who deal with ideas, culture and creativity at street level—

the working- or middle-classes within the creative class—things

are less cheery. Book editors, journalists, video store clerks, musi-

cians, novelists without tenure—they’re among the many groups

struggling through the dreary combination of economic slump and

Internet reset. The creative class is melting, and the story is largely

untold,” he added.

To Timberg’s point, the Creative Class did have its share of losers

during the last decade. The biggest job losses occurred among “news

analysts, reporters, and correspondents” (a category that lost 15,130

jobs, a substantial 22.9 percent decline), musicians and singers

(8,830 jobs lost, down 16.9 percent), photographers (10,810 jobs

lost, down 16.5 percent), and editors (5,050 jobs lost, down 4.9 per-

cent). But as I pointed out when I responded to Timberg’s Salon

piece, other segments of the Creative Class experienced substantial

job growth. Jobs for producers and directors went up by nearly 80

percent (36,770 new jobs); art director jobs grew by 45 percent;

nearly 60,000 new jobs opened up for graphic designers (up 45 per-

cent); and audio and video equipment technician jobs increased

by roughly 40 percent. Overall, the Creative Class added nearly 3

million jobs between 2001 and 2010, growing jobs at a 7 percent

clip. The subgroup of the Creative Class that spans arts and media

53T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S



grew at nearly double that rate (13.8 percent) over the same period.

Average Creative Class wages increased by more than one-third

(34.5 percent), from $52,707 to $70,890, over this decade—more

than any other major occupational group—and wages for arts and

media creatives rose by 31.5 percent.

The Creative Class’s hard times hardly register in comparison

to the outright decimation of the blue-collar Working Class, which

lost a staggering 6.2 million jobs over the same decade. Not to

mention that Creative Class workers, even in the hardest-hit fields,

have the skills and education that allow them to switch jobs and

even careers when required—an option that is largely unavailable

to blue-collar and service workers. Although some parts of the

Creative Class have fared better than others, people who work with

their heads haven’t suffered nearly as much as those who work

with their hands.

Gender, Race, and the Creative Class

The original edition of this book tracked the Creative Class as a

monolithic unit, but gender and race remain key fault lines in

American society. To what extent do they register in and across

the Creative Class and other classes? Utilizing detailed data from

the American Community Survey, Charlotta Mellander and I took

a close look at this issue.

Women make up the majority of the Creative Class, accounting

for 52 percent of its members. A greater percentage of women hold

Creative Class jobs (37.1 percent) than men (32.6 percent). But

Mellander and I found that Creative Class men earn about 40 per-

cent more than women—$82,009 versus $48,077—a gap of nearly

$35,000.25 Some of this can be explained by differences in work ex-

perience, skills, education, and longer work hours. But even when
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we control for these factors, Creative Class men still outearn Cre-

ative Class women by a substantial $23,700—nearly 50 percent of

the average salary for Creative Class women.26

Men continue to dominate the Working Class, holding more

than 80 percent of positions. Four in ten men are members of the

Working Class, compared to just 6 percent of women. Women

hold the lion’s share of Service Class jobs—nearly two-thirds (62.2

percent). More than half of women (54 percent) hold Service Class

jobs, compared to just 30 percent of men.

These statistics help explain the different ways that the crisis has

affected women and men. Before the crisis struck, the unemploy-

ment rate was pretty similar for men and women—4.3 percent for

men and 3.8 percent for women. By 2009, the differential had grown

to more than two percentage points—9.5 percent for males and 7.1

percent for women. A large part of this difference comes from the

concentration of men in the Working Class and women in the Cre-

ative and Service Classes.

Race is the source of even more substantial divides within the

Creative Class. More than eight in ten (80.9 percent) of Creative

Class jobs are held by whites, who make up just 74 percent of the

nation’s population. The rest are more or less evenly split among

the three remaining racial groups—African Americans (6.8 per-

cent), Hispanics (6.2 percent), and Asians (6.1 percent). 

When we look within racial groups, we find an interesting racial

division of labor, so to speak. Asians are by far the most heavily

represented in Creative Class work. Nearly one-half (47 percent)

of them work in Creative Class jobs, compared to roughly one-

third (34 percent) of whites, 24 percent of African Americans, and

18 percent of Hispanics. The Service Class is more evenly split across

the races. Roughly 40 percent of whites and Hispanics do Service

Class work, compared to 48.2 percent of blacks and 37 percent of

Asians. Four in ten Hispanics are members of the Working Class,
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compared to 28 percent of blacks, 25 percent of whites, but just 16

percent of Asians.

Creative Class Values

The rise of the Creative Class is reflected in powerful and significant

shifts in values, norms, and attitudes. Although these changes are

still in process, a number of key trends can be identified. Not all

of these attitudes break with the past: most have long been asso-

ciated with more highly educated and creative people; some rep-

resent a melding of traditional values with newer ones. On the

basis of my own interviews and focus groups, along with a close

reading of statistical surveys conducted by others, I cluster them

along three basic lines.

Individuality. Members of the Creative Class exhibit a strong

preference for individuality and self-expression. They are reluctant

to conform to organizational or institutional directives and resist

traditional group-oriented norms. This has always been the case

among creative people, from “quirky” artists to “eccentric” scien-

tists. But it has become far more pervasive. In this sense, the in-

creasing nonconformity with organizational norms may represent

a paradoxically new mainstream value. Members of the Creative

Class endeavor to create individualistic identities that reflect their

creativity. This can entail a mixing of multiple creative identities.

Meritocracy. Merit is very strongly valued by the Creative Class,

a quality shared with Whyte’s class of organization men. The Cre-

ative Class favors hard work, challenge, and stimulation. Its mem-

bers have a propensity for goal setting and achievement. They want

to get ahead because they are good at what they do. There are many
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reasons for this emphasis on merit. Creative Class people have al-

ways been motivated by the respect of their peers. They are ambi-

tious and want to move up based on their abilities and effort. But

meritocracy also has its dark side. Qualities that confer merit, such

as technical knowledge and mental discipline, are socially acquired

and cultivated. Yet those who have these qualities may easily begin

to believe that they were born with them, or acquired them all on

their own, or that others just “don’t have it.” By papering over the

causes of cultural and educational advantage, meritocracy may

subtly perpetuate the very prejudices it claims to renounce. Of

course, meritocracy also ties into a host of values and beliefs we’d

all agree are positive—from faith that virtue will be rewarded to

valuing self-determination and mistrusting rigid caste systems.

Researchers have found such values to be on the rise, not only

among the Creative Class in the United States, but throughout our

own and other societies.

Diversity and Openness. Diversity has become a politically charged

buzzword. To some it is an ideal that we should always be striving

for; to others it is the Trojan-horse concept that introduced affir-

mative action and other liberal abominations to our society. The

Creative Class people I study use the word a lot, but not to press

any political hot buttons. Diversity is simply something they value,

in all its manifestations. It is spoken of so often, and so matter-of-

factly, that I take it to be a fundamental marker of Creative Class

values. As my focus groups and interviews reveal, members of this

class strongly favor organizations and environments in which they

feel that anyone can fit in and get ahead.

Diversity is favored first of all out of self-interest; it can be a signal

of meritocratic norms. A number of Creative Class people have

told me that they always ask if a company offers same-sex partner

benefits when they are interviewing for a job, even if they are not
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gay themselves. What they’re seeking is an environment that is

open to differences—of gender, sexual preference, race, or even

personal idiosyncrasies. Many highly creative people, regardless of

their ethnic background or sexual orientation, grew up feeling like

outsiders, like they were different in some way from most of their

schoolmates. They may have odd personal habits or extreme styles

of dress. Also, Creative Class people are mobile and tend to move

around to different parts of the country; they may not be “natives”

of the places where they live, even if they are American-born. When

they are sizing up a new company and community, acceptance of

diversity is a sign that reads “nonstandard people welcome here.”

Diversity also registers itself in changed behaviors and organiza-

tional policies. For example, in some Creative Class centers like

Silicon Valley in California and Austin, Texas, the traditional office

Christmas party is giving way to more secular, inclusive celebra-

tions. The big event at many firms is now the Halloween party: Just

about anyone can relate to a holiday that involves dressing up in

costume. Surveys show such openness to diversity has increased

substantially over the past decade. The astounding celerity with

which gay marriage has moved from the unthinkable to mainstream

acceptance provides an indication of how widely Creative Class val-

ues have been disseminated—and how deeply they’ve penetrated

the culture.

Although the Creative Class favors openness and diversity, to

some degree it is a diversity of elites, with membership limited

to highly educated, creative people. Speaking of a small software

company that had the usual assortment of Indian, Chinese, Arabic,

and other employees, an Indian technology professional said:

“That’s not diversity! They’re all software engineers.” Although

the rise of the Creative Class has opened up new avenues of ad-

vancement for women and members of ethnic minorities, its exis-

tence has certainly failed to put an end to long-standing divisions
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of race and gender. Within high-tech industries in particular, these

divisions still seem to hold. As we have seen, although women make

up the majority of the Creative Class, a substantial gender gap per-

sists in wages and salaries. Race remains an even more salient factor.

The high-tech world doesn’t include many African Americans. Sev-

eral of my interviewees noted that a typical high-tech company

“looks like the United Nations minus the black faces.” On October

8, 2011, the scholar and tech entrepreneur Vivek Wadhwa sent out

an apposite tweet on this subject: “More than 50% of Silicon Valley

is foreign born. Less than 5% women, almost no blacks or Hispanics,

sadly. A lot needs to be fixed.”

This is unfortunate but not surprising. As we have seen, African

Americans are underrepresented in Creative Class occupations

and make nearly $10,000 less than their white peers, even when

controlling for education, skill, and work effort—a substantial

gap. And though my research for the original edition of this book

found a strong association between centers of high-tech industry

and communities that are more open toward immigrants and

gays, it also found a troublingly strong negative correlation be-

tween high-tech concentrations and the percentage of the popu-

lation that is nonwhite.

Global Values Shift

In more than three decades of careful research, Ronald Inglehart,

a political science professor at the University of Michigan, has doc-

umented the powerful shift in values as these norms and attitudes

took hold. Researchers participating in Inglehart’s World Values

Survey have administered detailed questionnaires to random sam-

ples of adults in countries around the world five times since 1981

(a sixth wave of surveys will conclude in 2012).27 By 2007, the end

59T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S



of the last survey period, the number of nations studied had grown

to ninety-seven, including some 88 percent of the world’s popula-

tion. Along with specific issues like divorce, abortion, and suicide,

the survey has delved into matters such as deference to authority

versus deciding for oneself, openness versus insularity (“can strangers

be trusted?”), and what, ultimately, is most important in life. In-

glehart and his colleagues have sifted the resulting data to look for

internal correlations (which kinds of values tend to go together)

and for correlations with economic and social factors, such as a na-

tion’s level of economic development, its form of government, and

its religious heritage. The researchers compared nations to one an-

other, mapping out various similarities and differences—and they

also looked for changes over time.

Among other things, Inglehart has found a worldwide shift from

economic growth issues to lifestyle values, which he sometimes

refers to as a shift from “survival” to “self-expression” values. More-

over, where lifestyle values are rising or dominant, as in the United

States and most European societies in the present day, people tend

to be relatively tolerant of other groups and in favor of gender equal-

ity, which is very much in line with Creative Class values. In every-

thing from sexual norms and gender roles to environmental values,

Inglehart finds a continued movement away from traditional norms

to more progressive ones. Furthermore, as economies grow, living

standards improve and people grow less attached to large institu-

tions; they become more open and tolerant in their views about

personal relationships.

Inglehart believes this new value system reflects a “shift in what

people want out of life, transforming basic norms governing politics,

work, religion, family and sexual behavior.” Research that my team

and I have conducted on more than one hundred countries since

the original edition of this book was published (which I will discuss

in later chapters) finds that the Creative Class is strongly associated

with Inglehart’s “self-expression” and “secular-rational” values
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across nations.28 And other studies I conducted with my colleagues

(which I will also discuss in detail later) show a strong association

between the Creative Class and openness toward gays and ethnic

and racial minorities across nations.29

This shift in values and attitudes, as Inglehart notes, is driven by

changes in our material conditions. In agricultural societies and

even for much of the industrial age, people endured chronic con-

ditions of scarcity. We had to work simply to survive. The rise of

an affluent or “post-scarcity” economy means that we no longer

have to devote all our energies just to staying alive, but have the

wealth, time, and ability to enjoy other aspects of life. This in turn

affords us choices we did not used to have. “Precisely because they

attained high levels of economic security,” writes Inglehart, “the

Western societies that were the first to industrialize have gradually

come to emphasize post-materialist values, giving higher priority

to the quality of life than to economic growth. In this respect, the

rise of post-materialist values reverses the rise of the Protestant

ethic.”30 Elsewhere, Inglehart comments that “the overriding trend

appears to be an intergenerational shift from emphasis on economic

and physical security toward increasing emphasis on self-expression,

subjective well-being, and quality of life. . . . This cultural shift is

found throughout advanced industrial societies; it seems to emerge

among birth cohorts that have grown up under conditions in which

survival is taken for granted.”31

Although conservative commentators frequently bemoan these

shifts as hedonistic, narcissistic, and damaging to society, the Cre-

ative Class isn’t subversive through and through—far from it. On

the one hand, its members have taken what look to be alternative

values and made them mainstream: by making nonconformity

mandatory, they’ve instilled a new kind of conformity. On the other

hand, many of its most strongly held values—such as the commit-

ment to meritocracy and to hard work—are quite traditional and

system reinforcing in and of themselves. In my interviews, members
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of the Creative Class resist characterization as alternative or bo-

hemian. Those labels carry the connotation of standing outside or

even against the prevailing culture, and they insist that they are

working and living within it. It is in this sense that they represent

not an alternative group but a new and increasingly norm-setting

mainstream of society. This has become even more pronounced

over the past decade as the Creative Class and its values have per-

meated society, in the United States and also around the world.

Perhaps we are indeed witnessing the rise of what economic his-

torian Joel Mokyr has dubbed homo creativus. We live differently

and pursue new lifestyles because we see ourselves as new kinds of

people. We are more tolerant and more liberal because our material

conditions and way of life allow it.

When I first published this book, I argued that the rise of the Cre-

ative Class had already permanently transformed our economy and

society—and I predicted that there would be deeper changes to

come. The last decade has borne that out. Far from calling Creative

Class theory into question, the economic meltdown provided dra-

matic confirmation that our world has become a fundamentally

different place than most of us were born into. We are living in the

eye of the storm, a period of life-altering creative destruction as a

new economic order and a new way of life emerges from the old.
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PART  TWO

WORK





C H A P T E R  4

The Machine Shop 

and the Hair Salon

D uring the late 1990s, I served on the board of Team Penn-

sylvania, an economic development advisory group con-

vened by then governor Tom Ridge. At one of our meetings,

the state’s secretary of labor and industry, a big burly man, banged

his fist on the table in frustration when the topic turned to the

shortage of welders and machine-tool operators. “Our workforce

is out of balance,” he steamed. “We’re turning out too many hair-

dressers and cosmetologists, and not enough skilled factory work-

ers. What’s wrong?”

The problem was not limited to Pennsylvania. There were acute

shortages of skilled factory workers across the United States at the

time that many found perplexing. Machinists, for example, earn

good wages and benefits. They do important work. For many years,

a machinist’s job was considered an elite career for anyone not col-

lege bound. It is the sort of good job that politicians and editorial

writers fret that our economy is losing. Yet as older machinists re-

tire, there are not enough young people to fill their positions. Trade

schools that teach skills like machining and welding have had to
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cut back or close their programs for lack of interest. Meanwhile,

young men and women flock to beauty academies.

At the Team Pennsylvania meeting, the diagnosis was that (1)

guidance counselors at high schools have been steering the kids

wrong, because (2) our job projections have been off. If we fixed

the projections and worked with the high schools—and maybe

did some public-image work—surely droves of young people would

come back to those good, secure manufacturing jobs.

After the meeting, I laid out the problem to my first-year public

policy students (I was teaching at Carnegie Mellon at the time). I

asked them: if you had just two career choices open to you, where

would you work—in a machine shop, with high pay and a job for

life, or in a hair salon, with less pay and where you were subject to

the whims of the economy?

Virtually every student chose the hair salon, and mainly for the

same reasons. Even though the pay was not as good, they saw the

work as more stimulating and more flexible. You’re scheduled to

meet your clients and are then left alone with them, instead of grind-

ing away to meet quotas and schedules with your bosses looking

over your shoulder. It’s clean. You get to work with interesting

people and you’re always learning new things, the latest styles. You

get to add your own touches and make creative decisions, because

every customer is a new challenge, and you’re the one in charge.

When you do good work, you see the results right away: people

look good; they’re happy. If you’re really talented, you can open

your own salon. Maybe you could even become a hairdresser to

the rich and famous and get written up in celebrity magazines—

like Christophe or Vidal Sassoon. Even when I pressed the issue of

pay, most said the pay differential really didn’t matter. In almost

every case, the content of the job and the nature of the work envi-

ronment mattered much more than the compensation.

I don’t think guidance counselors can change this. My students

who chose the hair salon over the factory saw it as the more creative,
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exciting, and satisfying place to work. It offers intrinsic rewards—

rewards inherent in the nature of the job. I suspect that similar mo-

tives drive many of the people who choose the hair salon in real

life—as well as the growing numbers of young people who are good

with their hands but choose to wrap their hands around a tattooing

needle, a DJ turntable, a chef’s knife, or landscaping tools rather

than the controls of a turret lathe. Those same values and attitudes

turned up time and time again in more structured interviews and

focus groups that I conducted with Creative Class people and others

across the United States.

My students were onto something I did not, and could not, fully

understand at the time. Work in the hair salon is creative work—

among the most creative work in the entire economy. When econ-

omist Todd Gabe mapped the twenty most creative industries in

the United States based upon the share of workers in high-creativity

jobs (using data that were unavailable to my team and me when I

wrote the original edition of this book), he came to a startling con-

clusion. Guess what was the single most creative occupation of all,

besting artists, computer scientists, designers, and scores of others?

Work in beauty salons, where nearly eight in ten jobs—for hair-

dressers, stylists, and cosmetologists—require high levels of cre-

ativity. Compare this to 76 percent for specialized designers, 60

percent for computer system designers, and 58 percent for inde-

pendent artists.1

Although just finding a job has become a bigger concern since

2008, I continue to hear the same kinds of things from younger

college grads today, who are unwilling to sacrifice freedom, flexi-

bility, and challenging work simply for security and pay. This is

not suprising from an economic standpoint. Although college

grads have not been unaffected by the crisis, they have seen much

lower rates of unemployment and joblessness than their less-educated

peers. Even though the job pickings are scarcer than they might

have been for their older siblings, they still feel that they have some
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latitude, that they have the freedom to make their own choices. Al-

though many young college grads are burdened with substantial

student loan debt, they are much less likely to be saddled with large

mortgages or have children to support. In fact, one consequence

of the crisis has been that younger people are putting off home buy-

ing and marriage, continuing to room together with friends or

moving back in with their parents.

In a much-talked-about story in New York magazine, “The Kids

Are Actually Sort of All Right,” Noreen Malone described the fallout

from the recession that she and her twenty-something friends, most

of them college graduates, were suffering. “This is not just a rotten

moment to be young,” she wrote. “It’s a putrid, stinking, several-

months-old-stringy-goat-meat moment to be young.”2 But the

lifestyle she describes—a combination of slacking, travel, trying

out new jobs and new personas—sounds almost alluring, a far cry

from the bleak prospects faced by the unskilled and uneducated.

Why are people’s desires so different than what the pundits and

policy makers say they should be? The reason is basic and reflects

the changing nature of work for the Creative Class. Conventional

wisdom says people work for money, that they will go where the

financial opportunities are best and the shot at financial security is

surest. In the halcyon days of the so-called New Economy, this was

widely assumed to be true even of high-tech workers, whose over-

riding goal, the story went, was to turn stock options into untold

wealth. That assumption was wrong. “You cannot motivate the best

people with money,” says Eric Raymond, author of The Cathedral

and the Bazaar and a leading authority on open-source software.

“Money is just a way to keep score. The best people in any field are

motivated by passion.”3 Writing at the apex of the dot-com boom

in the 1990s, Peter Drucker had this to say:

Bribing the knowledge workers on whom these industries depend will there-

fore simply not work. The key knowledge workers in these businesses will
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surely continue to expect to share financially in the fruits of their labor. But

the financial fruits are likely to take much longer to ripen, if they ripen at

all. . . . Increasingly, performance in these new knowledge-based industries

will come to depend on running the institution so as to attract, hold, and

motivate knowledge workers. When this can no longer be done by satisfying

knowledge workers’ greed, as we are now trying to do, it will have to be

done by satisfying their values, and by giving them social recognition and

social power. It will have to be done by turning them from subordinates into

fellow executives, and from employees, however well paid, into partners.4

Of course people work to make money: Money is necessary, but

it’s not sufficient in and of itself. I am hardly the first observer to

notice that money isn’t the only thing people want. Yet my research

has convinced me that many firms, scholars, and business pundits

still overrate money as a motivating factor, especially in the world

of creative work. What I find generally is this: yes, people want

enough money to live in the manner they prefer. But money alone

will not suffice to make most workers happy, committed, or moti-

vated. As this chapter will show, drawing on my own research and

that of leading management theorists and organizational psychol-

ogists, creative workers are most motivated by their work’s intrinsic

rewards—which flow from its very creativity.

What Creatives Want at Work

For all the attention given to workplace motivation over the years,

surprisingly little hard numerical research or analysis has been

done on what motivates today’s creative workers.5 But back in the

summer of 2001, I had a chance to address this issue by analyzing

data from surveys conducted by the magazine InformationWeek,

which I believe are among the largest and most comprehensive on

the subject. Some 20,000 information technology (IT) workers
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completed these surveys in 2000 and 2001, answering detailed ques-

tions about their pay and benefits as well as a host of other questions

about their job satisfaction and dissatisfaction and other work-

related issues. Approximately 11,000 identified themselves as staff

and 9,000 as management. The samples were not scientifically ran-

dom, in that people self-selected by choosing to respond. But they

were extremely large and reached far beyond the computer and

software industries per se, including IT workers in virtually every

sector of the economy.

IT workers provide an interesting vantage point from which to

examine these issues. On the one hand, they are regarded as a fairly

conventional sector of the Creative Class. They are certainly a good

deal more mainstream than artists, musicians, or advertising copy-

writers. On the other hand, IT workers are said to care a great deal

about money. They were a highly paid segment of the workforce

to begin with, and during the late 1990s, companies went to great

lengths to provide bonuses, stock options, six-figure salaries, and

other financial incentives to lure them.

One key question in the survey asked: “What matters most to

you about your job?” It then listed thirty-eight factors, from which

respondents could check one or more. My colleague Kevin Stolarick

and I combed through the raw data and repeatedly resifted it to seek

a better understanding of what IT workers value. From our first

glance at the data, one bottom line was clear: money was an im-

portant but insufficient motivator. Base pay ranked fourth as a key

factor, selected by 38.5 percent of respondents. Nearly twice as many

selected the top-ranked factor, “challenge of job/responsibility.”

Interestingly, the ability to share in the financial upside through

stock options did not even make the top twenty: Fewer than 10 per-

cent of all respondents selected it. When we sorted the thirty-eight

individual job factors in the InformationWeek survey into eleven

broad clusters, challenge was by far the top-ranked factor, followed
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by flexibility and job stability. Compensation was fourth again, fol-

lowed by peer respect, technology, and location; further down the

list were company orientation, organizational culture, career ori-

entation, and benefits.

The things that matter to IT workers stayed fairly constant as

economic conditions changed between 2000, when the tech boom

was at its zenith, and 2001, after the NASDAQ crash. The same

three general attributes—a challenging job, a flexible workplace,

and job stability—topped the list in both years. Only a small per-

centage of people in each survey, the roughly 10 percent cited above,

ranked stock options as being very important. Both before and after

the NASDAQ crash, pay was generally important, but not nearly

so much as intrinsic rewards.

Challenge and Responsibility

The primacy of intrinsic rewards wasn’t something that particularly

surprised me. Interview subjects and participants in the focus

groups I conducted in the late 1990s and early 2000s persistently

told me that they like to be on the front lines, doing work that makes

a difference. They talked about wanting to work on “exciting proj-

ects,” “great technology,” and “important stuff.” And it was very

important for them to work on things that would see the light of

day. One of the most frustrating events they reported was having

their project dropped, pecked to death, or strangled in red tape.

One person commented, “I would go crazy if I could not contribute.

I would die if I had to deal with constant bureaucracy and could

not contribute directly.”6 My respondents displayed a general dis-

dain for the bureaucratic strictures and long career development

paths of the past. I believe this was a key factor that drove people

to small companies during the high-tech boom. In a small firm,

everyone counts.
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One young woman in Des Moines, Iowa, described the mind-

numbing tedium of her first job after college. She worked for an

insurance company in an entry-level post that was essentially that

of a better-paid secretary. “They had me Xeroxing paper all day

and answering phones,” she said. “So I quit, even though the pay

was great, I had normal hours, and a secure job.” She left for a job

in a smaller company. There, she said, “[I could] use my skills, make 

a contribution, and not be bored silly all day.”7

The young chief technology officer of a Seattle software start-up

offered still another take on the subject. A boyish thirty-something

of Asian American descent, he had earned his PhD in computer

science at Carnegie Mellon and taught at Harvard. He had given

up a promising career at the pinnacle of academia for the high-risk

world of a start-up because he wanted to see his ideas have an effect

in the real world. “It’s not enough to just publish papers and ad-

vance theory,” he told me. “I did that. For me and for an increasing

number of people of my generation, you have to show the impact

of your work in the commercial market. You have to show that

your technology can make a real difference in the market and in

people’s lives.”8 This desire has only increased over the past decade;

it’s become a literal precondition for creative work.

Flexibility

The people in the focus groups and interviews I conducted a decade

ago blanched at the very idea of a nine-to-five schedule or a standard

dress code. For them, how you use your time and how you dress

and adorn yourself are intensely personal aspects of life; they would

not compromise on those matters simply to get a job. Many spoke

of wanting to be able to “bring themselves to work”—their real

identities and selves—rather than have to create a separate, instru-

mental self to function in the workplace. This was nothing new—
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creative people from artists to professors and even scientists in cor-

porate R&D labs have always demanded flexibility of this sort. But

now it had become part and parcel of all creative work.

Flexibility means more than the freedom to show up at the office

at 10:00 AM wearing a nose ring. Creative people want the freedom

and flexibility to pursue side projects and outside interests—some

of which are directly related to their work, others perhaps less so,

like being a musician or artist or being involved in community af-

fairs. Regardless of whether they are directly work related, creative

people see such activities as a necessary means for cultivating their

creativity. In a detailed ethnographic study of high-tech design

firms in Chicago, the sociologist Richard Lloyd quoted one person

as saying: “The place where I’d want to work would support my

creative endeavors and the kinds of creative things that I did on the

side, and would recognize the fact that if I was continually building

my skills with my own stuff, it would also benefit the company.”9

Another key aspect of flexibility is having input into the design

of your workspace—and your role in the organization. Scientists

have always controlled their work environments, setting up their

own labs and designing their own experiments. The people in my

focus groups and interviews wanted the same kind of freedom. In

her research on high-tech start-up firms, Laurie Levesque found

that this process of role making is highly valued by creative em-

ployees and their employers alike. Levesque studied eight firms in

depth, interviewing both top executives and employees on their

roles in the organization.10 The most salient attributes, cited as de-

sirable by both executives and workers, were “flexibility,” meaning

adapting to different responsibilities, and “defining one’s own

role” in the organization. Many of the employers said a key criterion

for hiring an individual was that person’s penchant for “wearing

many hats.” This was important because employers were too busy

to be constantly monitoring employees. The employees, meanwhile,
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thrived on “ambiguity” and the ability to “create” their own role in

the enterprise, which they defined as being able to take on tasks

and figure out what they needed to accomplish on their own. As

one high-tech worker told Levesque: “My role is unclear, and that’s

how I like it.” Much of this looseness is a function of size. Small,

emergent companies have less structure or hierarchy by their na-

ture. People can make it up as they go along. But as a company

grows, division of labor develops and people get pigeonholed in

particular roles: structure emerges inexorably.

Peer Recognition

Peer recognition has always been a strong motivator for thinkers

and scientists. The sociologist Robert Merton pointed to its impor-

tance in the work life of scientists a long time ago, whom he found

to be motivated more by reputation than by money.11 Building on

Merton’s idea, the economists Partha Dasgupta and Paul David ar-

gued that peer recognition is the primary force in the “new eco-

nomics of science” because it motivates scientists to be lauded as

the first to discover something new.12 The economist Scott Stern

has calculated that academic scientists actually “pay” to engage in

science, sacrificing roughly 25 percent of their potential private-

sector earnings in order to pursue self-defined projects at prestigious

universities.13

In one sense, these scientists are the polar opposite of the chief

technology officer I interviewed, who had abandoned academia be-

cause he wanted his work to have a commercial impact. But in an-

other sense, they are the same. Both chose jobs that let them do

what they want to do. Neither was motivated primarily by money

or security, whether in the form of academic tenure or a fat corpo-

rate pension plan.

Peer recognition and reputation provide powerful sources of mo-

tivation for open-source software developers, who have evolved a
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complex, self-organizing, self-governing system of peer review that

works much like that in academic science.14 Most are paid nothing

for the time they devote to such work. They post their contributions

for free so that their peers will recognize them as competent and

successful developers.

The intrinsic nature of my work is what keeps me at my keyboard

for hours, hardly noticing that it’s long past bedtime and hardly

caring that I’ve missed the chance to go to a party or have some

other kind of fun. The work itself is the reward. The psychologist

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi dubs this feeling a state of “flow”15 that

is both productive and rewarding. Can this kind of passion for work

and flow come dangerously close to workaholism? Of course it can.

But for me and many others, it is far better than work that has you

counting the minutes until it’s time to stop.

Location and Community

For a long time, people have been arguing—wrongly, I believe—

that globalization and technology are rendering community and

location obsolete and irrelevant. Showing the limits of that kind of

thinking and the ongoing role of place, community, and location

in the economy and in our lives has been a key focus of my research

over the past several decades. Virtually all of the creative workers

I talked to when I was first writing this book, those I have inter-

viewed since, and my empirical studies underline the fact that lo-

cation and community are more important than ever. My interview

subjects continually recounted their desire and need to live in places

that offer stimulating, creative environments. Many would not even

consider taking jobs in certain cities or regions—a stark contrast

to the Organizational Age, when people gladly let firms shuttle

them from one backwater to another as part of the price of climb-

ing the corporate ladder. Some told me they used location as their

primary criterion in a proactive sense: they picked the place they
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wanted to live and then focused their job search there. Many sub-

sequent studies have noted this tendency as well.

Almost one in five of the workers in the 2000 and 2001 Infor-

mationWeek surveys reported that the geographic location of their

workplace (18.7 percent) and the amount of time they had to com-

mute to get there (18.8 percent) had been important factors in

their choice of jobs—more important than the potential for pro-

motion, bonus opportunities, financial stability, company prestige,

stock options, on-site child care, telecommuting, and the ability

to work from home. Research proves that long commutes are truly

misery inducing. When the behavioral economist and Nobel lau-

reate Daniel Kahneman and the economist Alan Krueger asked

900 women to rate their favorite activities, commuting came in

dead last.16

People not only want to live near their workplace; they want to

like living there. In the original edition of this book, I noted that

picking a location simply for economic reasons can and often does

backfire. My focus groups and interviews provided many examples

of people who moved strictly for a job and later quit in quest of a

location that was a better fit for their lifestyle. Back then I often

heard from former students who were looking to leave the high-

paying consulting jobs they’d landed for improved quality of life.

Economic conditions have become even more unequal since the

crash of 2008, making location more important still, both for access

to jobs and quality of life.

Numerous Creative Class people I interviewed noted their desire

to become actively engaged in the places they live—to contribute

to their communities and to have some latitude in their jobs to do

so. Of course, executives have long been enlisted to lead charitable

campaigns or to serve on the boards of nonprofit institutions. But

Creative Class people don’t just dutifully add their names to blue-

ribbon committees; they seek direct involvement on their own
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terms, in part because it is an expression of who they are, of their

essential creative identity—a point I will return to later in this book.

The idea that young creatives might care as much about where

they live as who they work for seemed a bit strange to some readers

a decade ago. But more and more—and not just in the United

States, but around the world—it has become the norm, so much

so that I now teach a graduate course at the Rotman School of

Management in which I challenge my students to develop loca-

tional strategies for selecting and being involved in their commu-

nities. The key point is that people use these extracurricular

activities as a way of cultivating their interests, values, and iden-

tities, both in the workplace and in society more generally. In my

view, they reflect a broader process of self-actualization and an at-

tempt to use work as a platform for pushing forward an overall

creative identity.

Money and More

Compensation, of course, still matters, and compensation involves

more than base pay. The decade before this book was first published,

the 1990s, saw a rapid run-up in the use of alternative forms of

compensation, such as stock options and bonuses. Workers, it was

understood, were trading job stability and security for bigger pay-

days. Although the kinds of outsized bonuses that executives in the

financial industry paid themselves have fallen into justifiable dis-

repute, many commentators still believe that bonuses can provide

an effective means of aligning company and individual interests.

So how do workers value these various forms of compensation?

The 2000 and 2001 InformationWeek survey data offered a number

of insights. Job stability was more highly valued than any form of

direct compensation. More than 40 percent of workers chose it as

a key factor. Base pay was slightly less important, with 38.5 percent
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saying it was a key factor. Vacation and time off ranked next highest,

chosen by slightly more than one-third. Benefits (such as medical

insurance and pension plans) mattered almost as much as vacation

time. Surprisingly enough, bonuses were not critical. At the time

the InformationWeek surveys were conducted, the American Com-

pensation Association reported that 83 percent of companies 

offered bonuses to upper management, 80 percent to middle man-

agement, and 74 percent to technical staff. Despite (or perhaps be-

cause of) their extensive use, bonuses rated twentieth of thirty-eight

factors in the surveys, with just 18 percent of workers identifying

them as important. They ranked lower than location, commuting

distance, casual attire, and job atmosphere.

Long offered to top management, stock options became popular

for other employees as well during the tech boom, because they al-

legedly enabled employees to share in company growth. Stock op-

tions are said to serve three interrelated functions: to lure top job

candidates, to provide additional incentives for senior management,

and to act as “golden handcuffs” to keep key people on the job until

they become fully vested. Yet for all that, stock options ranked thir-

tieth in the InformationWeek surveys, with less than 10 percent of

workers rating them as important.

Not surprisingly, job stability and security have increased in im-

portance since the onset of the economic crisis. I’ll have more to

say about the crisis in a moment, but first, let’s take a look at how

pay and compensation interact with other factors to shape overall

job satisfaction. Back in 2000 and 2001, more than half of all IT

workers were satisfied with their compensation and nearly two-

thirds were satisfied with their jobs overall. Roughly nine in ten of

those who were satisfied with their compensation were also satisfied

with their jobs.

But that only tells part of the story. The most satisfied workers

were also the ones who made the most money; overall job satisfac-
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tion climbed in tandem with compensation. Perhaps the best-paid

workers felt they could “afford” to focus on the other intrinsic as-

pects of their work. Or perhaps those workers had been performing

better than their peers for a long time and so earned raises, man-

agement approval, and greater control over their jobs.

For whatever reasons, dissatisfied workers rate pay as one of the

principal factors of their dissatisfaction. Furthermore, people look-

ing for new jobs are frequently seeking higher pay. More than three-

fourths of the IT workers who were looking for work in 2000 and

2001 said “higher compensation” was the main reason, followed

by dissatisfaction with management (42.4 percent), the desire for

“more interesting work” (39.5 percent), and “more responsibility”

(31.1 percent). Job stability (18.5 percent), stock options (13.4 per-

cent), and the chance to join a start-up company (2.9 percent) were

among the lowest-rated answers. Pay clearly has much more to do

with job dissatisfaction than satisfaction.

So what can we say about the almighty dollar? Creative people

want challenging work and the ability to do their jobs flexibly,

and, as with anyone else, those who receive low pay are more

likely to be unhappy. But though money is important, it is not

all-important. According to a series of surveys that Gallup con-

ducted over the past decade and incorporated into its Wellbeing17

books and programs, two factors—employee engagement and

good, ethical management—are the real keys to job satisfaction.

The more engaged employees are in their work, the more satisfied

they are. On the flip side, nothing contributes to employee dis-

satisfaction more than meddling, incompetent management.

Herding Squirrels

Unlike the traditional Working Class, Creative Class workers expect

to be treated as distinct individuals. But working from the raw data
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in the InformationWeek salary surveys, Stolarick and I were able

to sort the respondents into six broad preference groups. (Our per-

centages add up to more than 100, as many people fell into more

than one category, and people in every group desired challenge in

their work.)

• About one-third of the IT workforce sample (34.5 percent) val-

ued flexibility over other factors. Important job factors for these

people included a flexible work schedule and the ability to work

from home when they like.

• Another one-third (34 percent) were compensation driven, fa-

voring base pay, benefits, and vacation time.

• One in five were technologists, motivated principally by the

opportunity to work with leading-edge technology and highly

talented peers.

• Roughly 15 percent were professionals, desiring skill develop-

ment, effective supervision, and recognition for work well done.

• Company men and women (14 percent) tended to align their

interests with the overall success of the company.

• About one in ten (11 percent) were entrepreneurs who pre-

ferred to work in start-up companies and rated stock options

as important.

Employers seeking to align such workers’ needs with their own

requirements must consider two additional points. The first is that

while motivations have always varied, these variations can no longer

be ignored. The nature of both the work and the workers has

changed. Second, employees’ preferences are frequently mixed and

subject to change over time. For a long stretch of his life, our ex-

Harvard Seattle software CTO believed that academic research

suited him. But then he began to feel he had been there, done that,

so he moved on to fulfill another yearning. Most creative workers
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are already on the upper rungs of the ladder of Abraham Maslow’s

classic hierarchy of needs, in which physiological and social needs

have been largely met and intrinsic rewards, such as a sense of ac-

complishment, are sought. Having satisfied their basic needs for

safety and security, they can and do move laterally, trying out first

one form of esteem and self-actualization and then another.

Coping with the Crisis

So how have things changed a decade later—especially in the wake

of the devastating economic and jobs crisis? Many commentators

have noted that workers have become more hunkered down and

fearful, more oriented to the basics. They’ve let go of their dreams

of challenge and flexibility and are happy to have a job, any job, so

long as it pays. At best, that’s only partly true. Yes, the economic

crisis has made people more cautious. But the biggest trade-offs

they’re making are not in the realm of pay but in job security. And

that is not so much of a difference after all. Recall that we found

that “job stability was more highly valued than any form of direct

compensation.” When we analyzed the 2000–2001 Information

Week surveys, “More than 40 percent of workers chose it as a key

factor.” It has become even more highly valued since.

Looking at the published results of InformationWeek’s 2010 Salary

Survey for Insurance IT Professionals (a much narrower sample

than those we worked with in 2000 and 2001), a few trends pop

out. Crisis or not, two-thirds overall and nearly three-fourths (72

percent) of managers said they were “satisfied” or “very satisfied”

with their jobs. Although the crisis clearly had a big impact on their

thinking at first, their attitudes were beginning to rebound by 2010.

Base pay shot up in importance at the outset of the crisis—56

percent of IT managers cited it as mattering most to their job in
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2008, besting “challenge of job/responsibility” (52 percent); only

one-third (33 percent) cited “my opinion and knowledge are val-

ued” as their most important consideration. But by 2010, that had

turned around with less than one-half (47 percent) citing base pay,

compared to more than one-half (51 percent) citing “challenge of

job/responsibility,” and 50 percent citing “my opinion and knowl-

edge are valued.” “Job/Company stability” also became more im-

portant, understandably, rising from one-third in 2008 (33 percent)

to 50 percent in 2010.

But the very same job dimensions that I described as important

in 2000–2001 rebounded between 2008 and 2010. “Recognition for

job well done” rose from a low of 25 percent in 2008 to 35 percent

in 2010. “Job atmosphere” rose from 25 percent in 2008 to 30 per-

cent in 2010. “Working with highly talented peers” climbed from

18 percent in 2008 to 27 percent in 2010. “Corporate culture and

values” rose from 27 percent in 2008 to 33 percent in 2010.

IT workers in the 2010 salary survey felt much more secure than

other workers. A large majority felt their jobs were at least some-

what secure, and most felt their jobs were much more secure than

other workers’, so much so that more than one-third of both man-

agers and staff were actively looking for better work prospects. Pay

was clearly important (66 percent of staff and 58 percent of man-

agement cited “higher compensation” as key reasons), but many

were looking for “more interesting work” (55 percent of staff and

47 percent of management), “seeking more personal fulfillment”

(49 percent of management and 40 percent of staff), “didn’t like

the present company’s management/culture” (41 percent of staff

and 43 percent of management), or wanted more responsibility (35

percent of staff, 40 percent of management). Only 6 percent of staff

and 13 percent of managers cited stock options as a reason for look-

ing for a new job.

Just one in ten (11 percent) cited the geographic location of the

job as something that mattered most in 2008, but that rebounded
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to nearly one in five (18 percent) in 2010. Commuting distance

sank to 11 percent in 2008 but rebounded to 19 percent in 2010.

Job atmosphere fell to 25 percent in 2008 but rebounded to 30 per-

cent in 2010.18

In his book The Fourth Great Awakening, Robert Fogel notes that

in the advanced industrial nations, growing segments of the pop-

ulation work for challenge or enjoyment, to do good, to make a

contribution, and to learn.19 Such motivations, he suggests, will

eventually eclipse compensation as the most important motivators

for work. Within the Creative Class, this has already happened—

and high unemployment and economic insecurity have not reversed

the trend.
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C H A P T E R  5

Brave New Workplace

Hayes Clement did not seem like the type of person who

would someday be stuffing and delivering gift baskets for a

living. Born into an upper-middle-class family in suburban

Atlanta, he grew up tall and athletic, with razor-sharp intelligence

and Brooks Brothers good looks. After earning his undergraduate

degree at Duke University and an MBA at the University of Vir-

ginia’s Darden School, he was aggressively recruited and took a

prime offer from PricewaterhouseCoopers in New York City. His

significant other from Darden had also landed a job in New York

with the pharmaceutical firm Pfizer, so they made the move to-

gether. For about ten years, life in most respects was beautiful. With

two healthy salaries, the pair was able to move from a cozy but

cramped apartment in Greenwich Village to a large, stylishly redone

place on a much-sought-after block. Clement was on the glamour

side of PWC—consulting, not accounting—and he worked in a

glamour division as well, media and entertainment. His job offered

plenty of variety and challenge, and he was good at it. But he came

to see consulting as a treadmill: the constant new assignments, the

unrelenting travel, the lurching from project to project, never seeing

the end result of his labors. He wanted to build something.
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Along came the perfect opportunity. One of his clients was a

high-tech start-up called MediaSite that had developed a technology

for searching video and still images—a revolutionary and much-

needed development that an MIT survey had lauded as one of the

top-ten emerging technologies that would change the world. 

MediaSite was not just an R&D project masquerading as a company:

it had a real market, real customers, and a bright, energetic staff.

In early 2000, at the peak of the New Economy boom, Clement left

PWC to become MediaSite’s vice president of business develop-

ment. The firm was in Pittsburgh, but that was only four hundred

miles from New York; he would commute between his work life

and his social circle. The pay was much less than at PWC, but there

were stock options, and the real upside was the chance to be part

of a long-running success story.

Clement’s honeymoon didn’t last for long. A new CEO was

brought in from Silicon Valley to ready the firm for an IPO. As the

NASDAQ began to track downward, things got frantic, and man-

agement, in Clement’s view, lost focus. Changes of direction became

so frequent that he stopped asking himself, “Do we have an exe-

cutable strategy?” and began asking, “Do we have a strategy?” One

day, barely six months into the job, Clement walked into the CEO’s

office and said: “I don’t want to be here. You don’t want me to be

here. So let’s make it easy and get an amicable divorce.”

Back in New York, Clement received frequent calls from head-

hunters. But why rush the next step? He was about to turn forty

and, thinking back, he realized he’d never taken more than a week

or so off at a time. His partner—the only member of their old Darden

School gang who’d stayed with the same firm since graduation—

was by now a senior executive at Pfizer; money was not an issue.

So Clement decided to just hang for a while, do some reading, and

catch up with friends. One of those friends had a small gift-basket

company. As the weeks passed and holiday orders began to stream
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in, the man asked Clement if he might enjoy a little workplace slum-

ming, taking orders and getting the baskets out. Clement said,

“What the heck, I’ll do it.”

He found he enjoyed coming to work. The people were friendly;

the place had energy; it seemed to fit. Before long, Clement was hav-

ing ideas on how to grow the business: they could cultivate elite cor-

porate accounts; they could put gourmet foods and digital goodies

into fancy containers like leather-bound chests; they could expand

into markets outside New York City. He had the contacts from his

consulting days, he had the skills, and better yet, for the first time

in years, he was having fun. Clement invested in the business, threw

himself into the work, and gradually the firm took off.1 A happy

ending? No, more like a happy restart. Clement has since moved on

to other ventures. As I was revising this book, in fact, in the summer

of 2011, he was making a name for himself in local politics, running

for mayor of Kingston, New York! Clement’s story illustrates how

people have been charting new paths for themselves in the Creative

Economy—and sometimes reinventing themselves altogether.

As the tech bubble swelled and burst more than a decade ago,

the stereotype of the New Economy career path went something

like this: someone leaves a boring, humdrum job at a big company

for a high-tech start-up because it’s exciting and cool and free-floating

and promises instant wealth. Then the start-up folds and the chas-

tened Icarus slinks back to the traditional job market, looking for

a job with more security. But Clement had already been in a “cool,”

exciting industry. What he wanted—and what I consistently find

that most people want—was to exercise his creativity in building

something, to experience the whole cycle of having ideas, putting

them into action, and seeing them bear fruit.

MediaSite hadn’t come close to folding: in fact, it was acquired

by a successful, publicly traded company in late 2001—some of

Clement’s ex-colleagues did in fact cash in. What bugged him,
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and what drove him to leave, was the chaos and confusion—it

wasn’t shaping up as a place where he could enjoy that whole

cycle of creativity. Once Clement recognized this, he didn’t say,

“I’ll give it two more years,” or even one. He left and he found an

environment where he could be himself and feel at home and do

what he really wanted to do. But even then, after he had scratched

that itch for a while, other opportunities beckoned and he moved

on again. 

Both time and the economic crisis have provided perspective

from which to view the kinds of work and the kinds of jobs that

arose with the Creative Class and the Creative Economy more

than a decade ago. Looking back, I was perhaps too optimistic

about the potential for worker mobility, flexibility, and freedom.

I have tried to temper that view in this revision. That said, the

main facets of Creative Class work remain pretty much as they

were then. But the level of uncertainty and risk that goes along

with them—especially in the form of unportable benefits—is un-

acceptable. A new social compact is required, one I will detail in

the next chapter.

More than two decades ago, in our book The Breakthrough Illu-

sion, Martin Kenney and I were already pointing to what we dubbed

the “hypermobility” of labor in high-tech clusters like Silicon Valley

and Boston’s Route 128 area, where workers changed jobs with as-

tonishing frequency.2 Soon that would become the norm across

the whole economy. In 2001, when I wrote the original edition of

this book, Americans were changing jobs every 3.5 years; workers

in their twenties were doing so on average every 1.1 years. One-

fourth of workers in the 2000–2001 InformationWeek salary surveys

said that they had been in their current job for two years or less

and expected to change jobs within a year. 

Economic mobility took a big hit with the economic crisis, with

rates of residential mobility hitting record lows, according to US
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Census data. The housing crisis exacerbated this, trapping many

people in homes whose mortgages were underwater or for which

buyers simply couldn’t be found because of the glut on the market.

By 2010, Americans’ rate of job changing had slowed to a median

tenure of 4.4 years, almost a year more than in 2001 but still well

short of a gold watch. Interestingly enough but perhaps not sur-

prisingly, professional, technology-oriented, and creative workers

were now staying in their jobs the longest—perhaps because of

their skills and relative job security—with a median tenure of 5.2

years, compared to 3.1 years for service workers and just 2.3 years

for food service workers.3 As Chapter 3 has shown, creative workers

were spared the worst of the crisis, with unemployment rates less

than half those of blue-collar workers. But by 2010, according to

many sources, some high-flying Silicon Valley companies were re-

suming their war for talent, offering bonuses to attract new workers

and retain existing talent. The churn—at least at the higher levels

of the high-tech world—was beginning again.

The shift is epoch making. Under the old industrial or Fordist

order, companies provided their employees not just with economic

security but with social identities as well. And this was backed up

with the New Deal social compact among capital, labor, and gov-

ernment. Many towns—even big cities like Detroit and Pittsburgh—

were literally company towns, with just a few big corporations

providing most of the employment, and a whole social and eco-

nomic infrastructure. You were a company man, identifying with

the company and often moving largely in the circles created or dic-

tated by it. Since the rise of the Creative Economy, Creative Class

workers have increasingly assumed the risks that companies and

the government, to a certain extent, used to absorb. This down-

loading of risk is onerous enough for well-paid creative workers;

it has been even more problematic for Working Class and Service

Class workers who make a fraction of Creative Class salaries, whose
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jobs are at substantial risk, and who have many fewer options for

re employment when they are laid off.

Free-Agent Nation or the End of the Job?

As with many issues, the debate over the new labor market often

tends to polarize into two extreme camps. On one side are those

utopian optimists who behold a free-agent paradise, a way to cut

loose from the corporate system for a more lucrative independent

existence. On the other side are pessimists, who believe the change

in the market is just another sign of growing corporate oppression,

social fragmentation, and the end of work. As far back as 1994, a

cover story in Fortune proclaimed “The End of the Job.”4 In 1999,

Alan Burton-Jones predicted that in two generations people would

be asking their grandparents, “What was it like being employed?”5

Although both sides in this debate make some valid points, they

overstate their cases and miss the deeper and more fundamental

factors that are reshaping the world of work.

Daniel Pink is among the most astute observers of the new world

of work.6 He introduced the concept of free-agent liberation in his

2001 book, Free Agent Nation, in which he identified a revolutionary

new class of workers that he claimed was already 33 million strong.

“One-fourth of the American workforce,” he wrote, “has declared

its independence from traditional work.” The real numbers, how-

ever, did not add up so neatly. Back in 2001, in the original edition

of this book, I noted that the Bureau of Labor statistics placed the

number of self-employed people at 12.9 million, roughly one-third

of Pink’s estimate. According to InformationWeek’s 2000–2001 salary

survey, just 1.1 percent of IT workers considered themselves to be

“freelance or self-employed” (another 2.3 percent considered them-

selves “contract workers”), while an overwhelming 95 percent of
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IT workers classified themselves as full-time employees. The ma-

jority of them worked for big companies—more than one-half for

companies with more than 1,000 employees, and more than one-

fourth for companies with more than 10,000 employees. I concluded

then that most creative workers are not free agents. No matter how

their respective human resources departments might have classified

them, they worked for companies or institutions and their funda-

mental condition was that of employees.

But that was then. The trend has accelerated over the ensuing de-

cade, especially in the wake of the 2008 crisis, as companies have

shifted more and more to temps and contingent workers to bolster

their bottom lines—improving their profits and worsening the

prospects for permanent or at least stable employment, especially

for older workers. Writing in The Atlantic online on September 1,

2011, Sara Horowitz, the founder of the Freelancers Union, dubbed

the “freelance surge” the “Industrial Revolution of our time.” Like

most revolutions, she wrote, it has brought a plethora of both good

things and bad.

We haven’t seen a shift in the workforce this significant in almost 100 years

when we transitioned from an agricultural to an industrial economy. Now,

employees are leaving the traditional workplace and opting to piece together

a professional life on their own. As of 2005, one-third of our workforce

participated in this “freelance economy.” Data show that number has only

increased over the past six years. Entrepreneurial activity in 2009 was at its

highest level in 14 years, online freelance job postings skyrocketed in 2010,

and companies are increasingly outsourcing work. While the economy has

unwillingly pushed some people into independent work, many have chosen

it because of greater flexibility that lets them skip the dreary office environ-

ment and focus on more personally fulfilling projects.7

But for those who work this way, conditions can be trying and

at times no less disheartening than the prospect from cubicle-land.
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The rosy view is that free agents work from the comfort of their

homes, perhaps commuting virtually and doing only the kinds of

work that interest them, picking the hours and conditions they

want. In reality, freelancing carries considerable risks. The kinds

of work you want might not be widely available, especially in a deep

recession, and the assignments may not always pay well. Assuming

you’re in demand, you have a choice: be selective about what you

do and settle for less money; or do a lot of things you don’t really

like, much as employees often have to do, and make more. One

thing you haven’t escaped is competition—if you turn down an

onerous rush job because you’ve got a nice weekend planned, the

client will call another freelancer deemed more “responsive” and

perhaps they’ll stick with that person in the future. Moreover, once

you are on a project, guess what? You have to meet deadlines. You

have to please the people in charge. You have to make it to meetings.

You might work late into the night, doing it not your way but the

client’s way. As one commentator aptly put it, “It takes more than

a home office and temporary badge to build a workers’ paradise.”8

And then there are the issues raised by working at home—the pres-

sures it puts on family life, the complications that ensue for child

care and gender roles.9

About a million and a half young, educated workers are experi-

encing a new kind of contingent employment—one for which they

receive little or no compensation. Ross Perlin’s book Intern Nation:

How to Earn Nothing and Learn Little in the Brave New Economy

describes how companies big and little save billions in labor costs

by luring ambitious young college graduates to toil for them for

free in the hope of learning a profession—or getting an inside track

to a real job.10

New ways of working have been underpinned with a new kind

of employment contract. The old contract was group oriented

and emphasized job security. The new one is tailored to the needs

and desires of the individual. The old Organizational Age system
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was truly a package deal, literally a comprehensive social contract,

in which people traded their working lives for money, security, and

the sense of identity that came from belonging to the firm. They

took their places in the hierarchy, followed bureaucratic rules, and

worked their way up the ladder. In the words of William Whyte,

an “ultimate harmony” developed between the managerial class

and the large companies it worked for, allowing its members to

give themselves over more completely to the organization.11 The

new employment contract turns this on its head. Instead of a broad

social contract, a key feature of today’s employment relationship

is that employees are seeking out and getting what Carnegie Mellon

professor Denise Rousseau dubbed more individualized, or “idio-

syncratic deals.”12

Of course idiosyncratic individualism and flexibility has its down-

sides and costs. Back in 2001, a detailed study of new media pro-

fessionals by Rosemary Batt and Susan Christopherson of Cornell

University and two colleagues found a huge gap between the ben-

efits received by full-time workers and free agents.13 Whereas

roughly three-fourths of full-time employees enjoyed comprehen-

sive health insurance (itself an alarmingly low rate), only 11 percent

of free agents received health coverage from their primary employ-

ers or clients, and just one-fourth received any sort of benefits at

all. Even with new federal health care legislation under Obama, the

situation ten years later has, for the most part, gotten even worse.

The free-agent world would be unthinkable without big compa-

nies. Even when creative workers are not employed full-time and

work on a project basis, it’s still mainly companies one way or an-

other that dictate the terms of work available to free agents—many

of whom survive by latching onto one or a handful of big clients

that can provide them with a steady flow of well-paid work. It’s

hard to make a living catching nickel-and-dime projects from all

over. And though companies may think this is a good deal, they

don’t always come out ahead themselves. As Stanford management
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expert Jeffrey Pfeffer has found, when companies rely heavily on

freelance and contract workers, they implicitly accept high turnover,

huge training costs, considerable productivity losses, and significant

leakage of intellectual property. In some cases they virtually hand

over key knowledge and ideas to competitors through turnover

and defection.14

Such sweeping changes in the nature of work and jobs have in-

spired more than one jeremiad over the years. For Stanley Aro no -

witz and Jeremy Rifkin, the combination of advanced technology

and globalization has systematically eliminated the prospect of se-

cure, meaningful work for most of us, including creatives, taking

a toll on social cohesion.15 Corporate downsizing, they contend,

has essentially turned high-paying “primary” sector jobs into lower-

paying and less secure work in the “secondary” labor market, al-

lowing companies to use people as needed and then spit them out.

The office has been transformed into a white-collar sweatshop,16

others contend. Office workers put in longer hours, bring more of

their work home, and suffer from mounting economic insecurity

and stress. A new style of management uses layoffs and downsizing

to instill fear in the white-collar world, squeezing the pay and ben-

efits of those who still have full-time jobs and imposing ever-larger

workloads on them. There’s no denying that some white-collar

workers have been permanently marginalized; many do toil under

Dickensian circumstances. But as brutal as the economy has been

and as devastating as some of its structural changes have been for

whole classes of mostly blue-collar workers, most people today

know intuitively that they enjoy better working conditions than

their parents did, not to mention their grandparents, who might

have endured long days of backbreaking, dangerous labor in the

grisliest of factories.

The sociologist Richard Sennett warns that the dissolution of

long-term attachments to large corporations leads to a corrosion

of character and ultimately to the breakdown of society.17 This view,
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I confess, leaves me reeling. In a day and age when we finally accept

that children can flourish in nontraditional families, are we really

supposed to believe that long-term employment in a large organi-

zation is a necessary condition for the psychological stability of

grown-ups? Long-term jobs and reasonably stable careers with

firms are relatively recent phenomena, associated with the Industrial

Revolution and the rise of modern unions and management. Before

that, people established well-defined identities through their oc-

cupations and their families—as farmers, craftsmen, blacksmiths,

and midwives; as children, siblings, parents, spouses, friends, and

citizens. This is exactly the situation to which many are reverting

today: finding their identities elsewhere than in a firm. I personally

think it is healthier and more fitting for us to attach our strongest

allegiances to our families and friends, our communities, and the

things that truly interest and matter to us. Our own personal devel-

opment is much more important than whatever company we hap-

pen to be working for.

Where the New Work Comes From

Gideon Kunda, Stephen Barley, and James Evans, leading ethno-

graphers of the workplace, exhaustively studied engineers and other

IT professionals who left jobs with established companies to go out

on their own.18 Their paper, titled “Why Do Contractors Contract?”

tested a series of hypotheses regarding the shift in the way people

work. First off, they looked at the theory of the contingent work-

force. At its most extreme, this is the company-as-oppressor view,

the one that says that people turn to freelance work only after big

corporations throw them out. Then they tested the counterclaims

associated with the free-agent perspective. “Advocates of free

agency,” they wrote, “promote a post-industrial vision of economic

94 T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S



individualism in which entrepreneurial workers regain independence

and recapture a portion of the surplus value that employers formerly

appropriated for themselves.” What they found is similar to what

I have reported.

The “company-as-oppressor” view, Kunda, Barley, and Evans

concluded, is dead wrong. The reasons most people struck out on

their own had little to do with being thrown out of work. They did

it to take control. Their decisions were in many respects liberating;

certainly, they felt liberated from the constant fear of being thrown

out. The study identified three major types of complaints that pre-

cipitated workers’ leaving. Many were sick and tired of office pol-

itics. “You have to listen to a lot of people’s agendas,” noted one

engineer in the study, “spend time in a lot of unnecessary meetings,

trying to keep everybody happy, trying to play their game. It’s not

strictly work-related, it’s very unproductive, and it can be very

tense.” Others left due to the Dilbert syndrome—the perception

that higher-ups were incompetent or worse. “I was at the naval ship-

yard for a couple of years, and they were going nowhere,” another

engineer related. “I theoretically reported to the chief financial

officer and they brought in a couple, how do we say, ‘yo-yos.’ We

caught one of the CFOs funneling stuff into his condo in Florida.” 

Still others left because of a sense of inequity. Skilled creative work-

ers get upset when they perceive that merit is not the coin of the

realm or that things are done for the wrong reasons. “I was getting

the project done not for the goals of the project but for the goals

of the people above,” noted one participant in the study. And again,

while striking out on your own does not guarantee complete free-

dom, at least you become the person setting the goals and deciding

how to play the cards. As one software developer put it, “I don’t

work for free anymore.” Or as another high-tech worker posted on

Fast Company’s website in 2001: “Just after my daughter was born,

I decided that I wanted to be home for dinner on more than just
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weekends. I wanted to be a Dad, not a wallet. I wanted my daughter

to know who I am, not just what I was able to provide for her.” 

People I interviewed and encountered in focus groups cited the

same kinds of things. They got fed up with the politics and bureau-

cracy of corporate life, or if they’d worked in smaller, entrepre-

neurial companies, of the stress of management-by-chaos. They

told me they left their jobs because of the inconsistent, incompetent,

petty tyrannies that they labored under, because of a daily death

by 1,000 cuts and the constant fear of being fired. And though no

person can achieve total control, many chose this route to take

more control in the areas that mattered the most to them.

Although these changes may appear at first to be the product

of worker choices, at a deeper level they are inevitable concomi-

tants of profound, structural changes in the workplace. As Barley

observed in his 1996 study, The New World of Work, the economy

is moving toward “a more horizontal division of labor.”19 In the

old days, bosses were people who knew their business better than

their subordinates did, so both the typical organizational structure

and the typical career path were vertical. As you stuck around

and learned more about the business, you moved up. But with

growing specialization today, this no longer holds: “Those in au-

thority,” Barley writes, “no longer comprehend the work of their

subordinates.” Even the eminent research scientist can’t boss the

lab technicians around: they have knowledge and skills that he

doesn’t. Thus, what we used to think of as jobs or occupations,

Barley argues, devolve into “clusters of domain-specific knowl-

edge.” These clusters must interact on an equal footing for things

to go well in any organization. This is why the vertical hierarchy

and traditional career ladder have been replaced by sideways ca-

reer moves between companies and a horizontal labor market.

What conservatives criticize as self-indulgence and liberals deplore

as the consequence of new tactics of corporate oppression is in
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fact the result of the rational evolution of economic forces. Work-

ers not only identify more with their occupations or professions

than with a company, focus groups and interviews show that they

increasingly define themselves by both the creative content of

their work and by their lifestyle interests: biker, climber, musician. 

The Unraveling of the Social Contract

If the changing labor market is a product of evolutionary forces, there

is no denying that shrinking corporate loyalty to workers and the de-

mise of the old social contract have exacerbated things. For compa-

nies, it’s become more efficient to be able to exercise greater flexibility

in staffing decisions. Some companies have reduced costs by termi-

nating employees and then promptly hiring them back as indepen-

dent contractors. The company no longer has to provide benefits,

and it doesn’t have to promise continued employment once a project

is done. Workers are responding in kind. As Joanne Ciulla writes,

The downsizings of the 1990s were a wake-up call. The social compact—

You do your job well and you stay employed—is dead, at least for the time

being. Jobs were destroyed and lives were ruined, but one message came

through loud and clear: Employment insecurity is the new way of life, even

during times of low unemployment. Many workers have begun to rethink

their commitment to employers, because their employers have changed

their commitment to them. The extra sacrifice of missed family birthdays

because of long hours at the office no longer makes sense, and maybe never

did. As the old saying goes, people on their deathbeds never wish they had

spent more time at the office.20

Or as Stanford’s Pfeffer likes to say: Loyalty isn’t dead. Companies

have driven it away.
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If the social contract was already fraying back in the 1990s, the

crisis of 2008 annihilated what little was left. Individual workers

have assumed most risks, corporate and government shock absorbers

have been removed, and workers today bear more responsibility—

perhaps I should say all responsibility—for their careers and lives.

We not only take on all the risks of our job moves, we assume the

task of taking care of our creativity—of investing in it, supporting

it, and nurturing it. Creative workers invest tremendous amounts

of time and money on their educations. They go through basic port-

of-entry education, education for a career-track change, and on-

going learning and upgrading of skills. People in my interviews

and focus groups report that they, not their employers, are respon-

sible for keeping their skills up to date. This is particularly true for

workers in rapidly changing high-technology fields. According to

that study of new media professionals by Batt and Christopherson,

workers in New York City spent an average of 13.5 unpaid hours

per week obtaining new skills,21 one-third of a forty-hour workweek.

The report concludes that skill acquisition has become an individual

responsibility, “both because the interactive nature of computer

tools allows new media workers to learn new skills at their own pace

and within their own learning styles and because formal learning

programs have not kept pace with skill needs in this fast-changing

industry.” Moreover, in the new labor market it no longer pays for

companies to invest significantly in developing their people’s skills

and capabilities when they frequently leave for better opportunities

and greater challenge. Just 30 percent of 262 network professionals

in a Lucent Technologies survey of job satisfaction said that their

company’s formal training programs met their needs, even though

nearly three-fourths (73 percent) said their careers required them

to learn and grow.22

Perhaps the biggest change is that people now expect to manage

their working lives in these ways, as impossible as it might be to do
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so. For her investigative book Bait and Switch, Barbara Ehrenreich

joined the ranks of laid-off white-collar workers. She noted how

our system encouraged them—the people who “did everything

right,” earning higher degrees, deferring gratification, working long

hours at jobs that bored them—to blame themselves for their dis-

appointments and traumas, marshaling battalions of outplacement

counselors and career coaches to teach them how to adopt a more

winning attitude.23

Increasingly, workers have come to accept that they are com-

pletely on their own—that the traditional sources of security and

entitlement no longer exist, or even matter. This is a sea change,

and in many ways, a disquieting one, with implications that go well

beyond the workplace. The three downsized executives whose sto-

ries are told in the 2010 Ben Affleck movie The Company Men all

internalized their anger and frustration. This is a sad commentary

on how thoroughly we have capitulated to these new conditions—

conditions that in themselves militate against the kind of solidarity

that once animated the labor movement. Freelancers have difficulty

finding each other, working alone as they mostly do. And they are

conditioned to think of each other as competitors rather than col-

leagues. More and more, we simply accept our lot as the way things

are and go about our busy lives.

99B R A V E  N E W  W O R K P L A C E



C H A P T E R  6

No-Collar

O ne spring day back in 2000, I was running late for a meet-

ing and called ahead to say so. The meeting was with a se-

curities lawyer and an accountant, so I asked the woman

who answered the phone if I should take a few extra minutes to

change from my usual jeans, black T-shirt, and boots into more

professional attire. “That’s unnecessary here,” she said, “just come as

you are.” My heart sank as I parked my car and approached the

grand stone building, a stunning exemplar of nineteenth-century

corporate elegance in the heart of Pittsburgh’s downtown business

district. I walked sheepishly through the door, absolutely certain I

was underdressed. To my surprise, the people I saw inside were

dressed more casually than I was, in khakis and polo shirts, with

sneakers and even sandals on their feet. Some of them were carrying

gym bags. Was I in the wrong place, maybe a high-tech company,

or the lobby of a new clothing store? No, the receptionist assured

me. I was where I was supposed to be—at the oldest and most pres-

tigious corporate law firm in town.

The environments in which we work are changing, and it isn’t

just the clothes. Many features of the workplace seem to be more

open and user friendly: open-office layouts and other new office
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designs, flexible schedules, new work rules and management meth-

ods. Trends can be time-bound, of course, but the emergence of

this new kind of workspace is no passing phase: it is an evolutionary

adaptation to the changing nature of creative work, and its staying

power is a tribute to its greater efficiencies. In the original edition

of this book, I dubbed those changes the “no-collar workplace.” As

I argued then, it was no coincidence that their rise was concurrent

with the rise of the Internet and dot-com businesses. The no-collar

workplace integrates elements of the flexible, open, interactive

model of the scientist’s lab or artist’s studio into the machine model

of the factory or the traditional corporate office. It did not erupt

on the scene overnight: many of its features had been evolving for

decades and are continuing to do so. Some of the changes that

seemed startling and even revolutionary as recently as a decade ago

are so ensconced today that there’s little more to say about them ex-

cept to underline the fact that they are part and parcel of the emerg-

ing Creative Economy. The original edition also included an entire

chapter about the unique challenges of managing creativity—and

about the underside of this brave new workplace, in which workers

internalized an insidious set of norms I dubbed “soft control.” I

combine those two chapters here.

New Codes

When I wrote the original edition of this book, few workplace trends

were drawing more attention than the loosening of dress codes.

Roughly one-fourth of information-technology workers in the

2000–2001 edition of the InformationWeek salary survey reported

that the ability to wear “casual attire” was among the things that

mattered most to them on their jobs. I told the story of my visit to

the Seattle branch of Barney’s, a high-end clothing store. The store
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was jammed with young professionals sipping mineral water and

chilled white wine as they browsed the racks. The manager was a

woman in her thirties, dressed in black, who had worked at the

store since its inception. Over the last few years, she told me, she

had noticed a significant change in the buying patterns of Seattle’s

Creative Class—particularly those who worked at Microsoft, long

a haven for nerds. Sales of traditional suits had declined every year

since the store opened, and sales of classic geek wear such as khakis,

crewnecks, and blue blazers had declined as well. But the store was

doing well with New York–style fashion wear: black pants, Helmut

Lang T-shirts, Prada outerwear and shoes, leather jackets, and fash-

ionable carry-all bags. Noting the preference for Prada and other

cutting-edge designers among some Microsoft executives, a Sep-

tember 2000 story in the Wall Street Journal had dubbed the new

look “geek chic.”1 A decade later, the tech geek look has given way

to the even more artsy hipster look—sneakers, hoodies, skinny

jeans, and V-neck tees.

For decades before office dress codes changed, dress outside the

office had been becoming more and more casual. In the early de-

cades of the twentieth century, men wore suits and ties to baseball

games, and women wore long dresses and fancy hats to picnics. By

the mid-1960s, around the same time that dress gloves ceased to

be de rigueur for ladies and men stopped wearing hats, the suit

came to be thought of as primarily a business uniform, with less

and less utility outside the office. Casual dress crept into offices

during the 1980s, partly for the simple reason that it’s more com-

fortable, but also because creative work came to be more highly

valued. Loosened dress codes aren’t just about the way people

look—they signal an acceptance of difference and diversity in the

workplace, which is squarely in line with the desire to work flexibly

and express one’s identity. Status no longer accrues from being an

officer, or, at the lower ranks, a good soldier. It accrues from being
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a member of the creative elite—and creative people don’t wear uni-

forms. They dress to express themselves, as artists do; they dress

simply and practically as professors and scientists do, so they can

focus on the serious creative work at hand. They dress as they please.

When they were first instituted, the new dress codes drew a storm

of reaction and criticism from more established quarters. During the

late 1990s, the Wall Street Journal ran numerous stories on women

who dressed in clothes perceived to be “too risqué” for the office.2

USA Today criticized casual dress as a recipe for slacking, deploring

“the casualization of America.”3 I experienced some of this back-

and-forth myself. Back in the 1980s, when I was first starting out, 

I wore business suits and ties to meetings and speeches. But when I

started to give talks about the subject of this book in the late 1990s

and early 2000s, some requested that I wear casual clothes to reinforce

my message, while others—sometimes at the same organizations—

leaned the other way. In winter 2001, a flurry of e-mails came across

my desktop from the organizers of an event, asking about my dress

as well as the contents of my speech. Some thought I should wear a

suit and tie and not mention “controversial” subjects like gays. One

of the principals responded to his worried corporate partners: “I

spoke with Dr. Florida and he assured me that there is no cause for

concern. He will be giving his talk completely in ebonics, wearing a

pink tutu, with a large sombrero. At the conclusion, he will stomp

on a light bulb inside a white napkin. His only request is that every-

thing in the ballroom be situated properly for positive feng shui.”4

Nothing like that has happened for a long time—though not too

long ago, when I was speaking in the Middle East, I was asked not

to talk about my findings regarding tolerance toward gays. I did

not restrict my remarks, but that’s another story.

The Creative Economy doesn’t have one monolithic dress code;

it has a diversity of them. This was brought home to me one day in

2000 when I looked around at the participants in a meeting room
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at a large Washington, DC, law firm. One person was wearing a

business suit; another had on a blazer and khakis. A young woman

in a short skirt and funky blouse sported a tongue ring. The talk at

that moment had in fact turned to dress codes, and when someone

pointed out the range of attire in the room, it suddenly dawned on

us that up to that point we’d hardly even noticed it. Just telling that

story dates me—the change is that complete.

Working Flexibly . . . and Longer

Office workers not only dress differently than they did just a decade

or so ago, they have a different attitude toward the clock. Instead of

following the Organizational Age core menu of Monday through

Friday, nine to five, growing numbers of workers in all industries

are now able to vary both the hours and the days they work. In the

original edition, I cited 1997 Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) figures

that showed that more than 25 million workers—27.6 percent of all

full-time wage and salary workers—had varied their schedules to

some degree, either formally or through informal arrangements

with their employers.5 More than two-thirds (68 percent) of work-

ers were able to periodically change their starting and quitting times,

according to a survey by the Families and Work Institute; more than

half (55 percent) occasionally worked at home. By May 2004, this

had grown to 36.4 million workers, about 30 percent of the total

workforce. Flexible work schedules were much more likely to be

found among Creative Class workers. In 2004, the BLS reported

that more than 50 percent of all computer scientists and mathemati-

cians; 49.7 percent of life, physical, and social scientists; 46.7 percent

of managers; 44.5 percent of architects and engineers; and 41.9 per-

cent of arts, design media, and entertainment workers had flexible

schedules, compared to just 13.8 percent of production workers.6
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The flexible schedule is partly a response to the realities of our

lives today—in households with two working parents, for instance,

someone might have to bail out early to see the children home from

school. But it is also tied to the very nature of creative work. A lot

of creative work is project work, and projects tend to run in cycles,

with periods of crunch time followed by slower periods. Creative

work requires enormous concentration; it also requires periods of

downtime, even during the day. Many people tell me they like to

work hard through lunch hour, then take a long run or bicycle ride

in the afternoon to recharge themselves for the remaining part of

their workday, which might extend well into the evening, amount-

ing to almost a “second workday.” Also, creative thinking is hard

to turn on and off at will. It is an odd sort of activity: one often finds

oneself percolating an idea, or hammering away desperately in

search of a solution to a problem, only to see the answer begin click-

ing into place at unusual times.

Flexibility does not mean the end of long hours—not by any

means. The long trajectory of modern capitalism has involved the

relentless extension of the working day across time and space—

first through electricity and the electric light and now via the per-

sonal computer, the mobile phone, and the Internet. According to

BLS estimates, professional, technical, and managerial workers

were the most likely to put in long workweeks of more than forty-

nine hours7—and Creative Class people tend to put in the longest

hours of all.

New Work/Space

Offices look different than they did not so long ago, and not just

because most of the workers are dressed in shirtsleeves and slacks.

Newly built or renovated offices often feature exposed pipes and
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unfinished-looking walls and floors; instead of acres of cubicles,

there are more common spaces. As Ben Watson, the executive cre-

ative director of the office furniture giant Herman Miller told Alison

Arieff in 2011: “Ten years ago, 80 to 90 percent of an organization’s

budget would be spent on individual workspaces. Now, it’s 65 to

70 percent and is scaling down to 50 percent real fast. . . . Today,

70 percent of work in North America happens with two or more

people. It’s no longer about the individual worker. So we need to

understand the way collaborative work happens, we need to create

microenvironments—a mix of them, in fact, so you want to be at

your office more than you want to be at home or at Starbucks.”8

Silicon Valley’s style of free-spirited, laid-back, blurred-boundaries,

around-the-clock work is reflected in its campus-like workplaces.

When Google opened its New York office in Chelsea in 2006 the

New York Times took note of the culture clash:

The campus-like workspace is antithetical to the office culture of most New

York businesses. It is a vision of a workplace utopia as conceived by rich,

young, single engineers in Silicon Valley, transplanted to Manhattan. The

New York tradition of leaving the office to network over lunch or an evening

cocktail party has no place at Google, where employees are encouraged to

socialize among themselves. There are groups of Gayglers, Newglers and

Bikeglers (who bike to work together) . . . For a Thank God It’s Almost Fri-

day gathering on Dec. 14, Laura Garrett, a sales operations specialist, or-

ganized an art show. “Being a Googler and being part of Chelsea, I wanted

to do something that was more downtownish than a typical Google event,”

said Ms. Garrett, a blonde wearing Marc Jacobs heels. Williamsburg artists

created the work on display, for prices from $225 to $8,000 . . . The Empire

State Building glowed red and green in the background as if color-coordinated

to the Googleplex’s interiors rather than Christmas. By 6:30 P.M., Steve Sa-

viano, 22, a software engineer, was hanging out with his fellow Googlers at

a table littered with empty beer and wine bottles. “This is academic life all
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over again,” Mr. Saviano said. “But I’m getting paid. This is a 100 percent

better option than graduate school.”9

Scanning the photos that went with the story, I was struck by the

similarity between Google’s and other no-collar workplaces and

college dorm rooms, or for that matter, the play spaces of privileged

teenagers. You can’t pump work out of creative people, assembly-

line style. Motivating this kind of mental work requires a new kind

of workplace—one that at the very least appears to be nurturing,

attuned to individuality, and “fun.”

The traditional vertical corporation, with its top-down hierarchy,

was based on a factory model of information flow and work flow.

There were bosses who required separate areas for privileged com-

munication, and workers who followed routines and were put

into standardized spaces to discourage deviation. Bosses and sub-

ordinates alike were literally required to think inside the box. The

Creative Economy is premised on the rapid generation and trans-

mission of ideas across the enterprise. This world of tight deadlines,

uncertainty, and discovery—of knowledge creation, teamwork, and

building off each other’s ideas—requires the interactive space

heretofore found only in the design studio or scientific lab.

Although there are infinite variations on the theme, creative work

spaces generally come in two major types, each with its own ways of

delivering symbolic and functional value. In the suburbs and sprawl-

ing high-tech office parks of places like Silicon Valley and North

Carolina’s Research Triangle, one typically finds new architecture.

Big firms that require a lot of space—electronics design-and-assembly

firms, for instance—often build expansive campuses in such locales.

Exteriors may feature bold or unusual design elements. Inside the

newer suburban buildings, open arrangements for high traffic

flow are mostly the rule. Occasional design touches that disrupt

the slick newness of the interiors (such as ragged surfaces or exposed
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infrastructure) help take the edge off the sterility of new space, mak-

ing it feel livable. Overall, the suburban campus may have virtually

everything a worker would want or need—from espresso bars and

free food to on-site day care, state-of-the-art health facilities, out-

door Frisbee fields, and concierge services. The message and func-

tion are clear: no need to go wandering off; stay right here at work.

The other type is renovated space in older buildings found in

downtowns and urban neighborhoods. Jane Jacobs anticipated this

trend decades ago, when she wrote, “Old ideas can sometimes use

new buildings. New ideas must use old buildings.”10 This kind of

setting is also popular with smaller companies that require less

space and perhaps want to establish their own identities. Older

space, of course, has some obvious practical advantages. As long

as extensive renovation isn’t required, it can be had for cheap—

ideal for a small firm bursting with ideas but not money. Open loft

space is flexible and easy to equip. If located in a bustling urban

area, the company can rely on the surrounding neighborhood to

provide services such as cafés, shops, and health facilities that big

suburban companies provide on their campuses (a point I will re-

turn to later).

Form Follows Function

Thomas Allen of MIT is an expert on the organization of innova-

tion. In a ten-year study of engineers in R&D labs, he found that

proximity matters: people interact most with those located close

to them; people seated more than seventy-five feet apart rarely in-

teract at all.11 In the 1990s, I worked with Steelcase, which had been

a leading maker of the much-maligned cubicles of the corporate

age. Familiar with Allen’s work and other studies, Steelcase wanted

new designs to help its clients take advantage of proximity without

sacrificing privacy. One result was the new line of work modules
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called “Personal Harbors,” private work spaces mounted on wheels

that could be rolled into groups around common areas as needed,

to facilitate collaborative work, then rolled apart as people needed

to work alone.12

In a thoughtful New Yorker essay, Malcolm Gladwell connected

the layout of the new open-plan workspace to the urban-vitality

theories of Jane Jacobs—and to the rise of the Creative Class. In

the 1960s, Jacobs had been vehemently opposed to urban renewal

schemes that destroyed the organic nature of neighborhoods, re-

placing their bustling sidewalk life and diverse traffic flows with a

planned order that deadened creative interaction. While city plan-

ners largely ignored her, Gladwell suggests that her ideas informed

the basic principles of the new office design. “Who, after all, has a

direct interest in creating diverse, vital spaces that foster creativity

and empathy? Employers do. Offices need the sort of social milieu

that Jane Jacobs found on the sidewalks of the West Village,” he

wrote. And the new work space, like Jacobs’s West Village, stimu-

lates creative interaction by being conducive to “the casual, non-

threatening encounter.”

When employees sit chained to their desks, quietly and industriously going

about their business, an office is not functioning as it should. That’s because

innovation . . . is fundamentally social. Ideas arise as much out of casual

conversations as they do out of formal meetings. More precisely, as one

study after another has demonstrated, the best ideas in any workplace arise

out of casual contacts among different groups within the same company.

Ideal interactions occur among people whose roles are different

enough to give them different perspectives, but who have enough

common knowledge and common interest to know what would be

mutually useful. Old-style workspaces don’t foster such serendip-

itous sharing. They are like the suburbs, where functions and people

are sequestered and important people occupy exclusive enclaves
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similar to gated communities. These workspaces are often found

in high-rise towers, where, as Gladwell noted:

The center part of every floor is given over to the guts of the building: ele-

vators, bathrooms, electrical and plumbing systems. Around the core are

cubicles and interior offices, for support staff and lower management. And

around the edges of the floor, against the windows, are rows of offices for

senior staff. . . . The best research about office communication tells us that

there is almost no worse way to lay out an office. The executive in one corner

office will seldom bump into any other. . . . To maximize the amount of

contact among employees, you really ought to put the most valuable staff

members in the center of the room, where the highest number of people

can be within their orbit. Or, even better, put all places where people tend

to congregate—the public areas—in the center. . . . Is it any wonder that

creative firms often prefer loft-style buildings, which have usable centers?13

The no-collar workplace is the newest stage in the ongoing evo-

lution toward more efficient ways of harnessing ideas and creativity.

It aims to accomplish what John Seely Brown, the former director

of Xerox PARC, called “the ability to leverage the community mind”

by providing the physical and social context required for creativity.14

Artists have long worked in open studio environments but they

tended to work alone. Architects and designers extended the studio

environment to creative group work, with open-plan offices to en-

courage collaboration, peer review, and feedback. Andy Warhol’s

original Factory was a raw, open space, entirely covered in silver foil,

including the exposed pipes, to provide a space age look. Filling it

out was a mélange of equipment for silk-screening, filmmaking,

and other art forms—and a constant parade of friends and associ-

ates trooping in and out at all hours. Floating through it all was

Warhol himself, the archetypal creative director: sometimes cod-

dling or nudging, sometimes merely observing or recording what

was going on, sometimes retreating into his own work.
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Laboratories were also developed on the open-plan model, where

scientists could come and go as they pleased, engaging their stu-

dents and colleagues, where work could be done on a collaborative

basis and ideas could flow. Even the large megacorporations of

the mid-1900s created special places for the scientists and engineers

who provided them with valuable innovations. R&D laboratories

were often sited at college-like campuses that were far removed

from the factory or the downtown headquarters, both to encourage

flexibility and openness and to ensure that the eccentric ways of

scientists and engineers would not infect the executives and man-

agers or, worse, be seen by customers. A casual dress code was ac-

cepted at the R&D labs, too. Yet even there, bureaucracy and

micromanagement often crept in. In The Organization Man, as

earlier noted, Whyte noted that the truly creative R&D lab was an

exception that proved a rule:

In the great slough of mediocrity that is most corporation research, what

two laboratories are conspicuous exceptions in the rate of discovery? They

are General Electric’s research department and Bell Labs: exactly the two

laboratories most famous for their encouragement of individualism—the

most tolerant of individual differences, the most patient with off-tangent

ideas, the least given to the immediate, closely supervised team project. By

all accounts, the scientists in them get along quite well, but they do not

make a business of it, and neither do the people who run the labs. They care

not a whit if scientists’ eyes fail to grow moist at company anthems; it is

enough that the scientists do superbly well what they want to do, for though

the consequences of profit for The Organization are secondary to the sci-

entist, eventually there are these consequences, and as long as the interests

of the group and the individual touch at this vital point, such questions as

belongingness are irrelevant.15

What motivated corporate leaders to create such labs in the first

place? Simply put, they wanted to attract top scientific talent away
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from leading academic centers. To get such people, they had to es-

tablish environments and procedures similar to those in academic

settings—allowing scientists to pursue their own lines of interest,

to host visitors in their labs, and freely publish their research in sci-

entific journals.16 It was the culture of these R&D centers, born at

laboratories like GE, Bell, and many others, that later companies

like Fairchild Semiconductor, Digital Equipment, Hewlett-Packard,

and even Apple and Microsoft, sought to emulate and build upon.

Gradually, their norms and practices began to seep into the tech-

nical divisions of other large companies. Before long they would

penetrate larger and larger segments of the economy.

These practices offered one great efficiency to firms—and one

incredible advantage to capitalism—which ultimately assured their

further diffusion. They enabled firms and the economy as a whole

to capture the creative talents of people who would have been con-

sidered oddballs, eccentrics, or worse during the high period of the

Organizational Age. In the emerging Creative Age, these people

are no longer hidden away—they’re actively recruited and proudly

displayed. In a study that explored the sociology of new media en-

terprises, the sociologist Richard Lloyd quoted the founder of a

Chicago high-tech firm, “Lots of people who fell between the cracks

in another generation and who were more marginalized are [now]

highly employable and catered to by businesses that tend to be flex-

ible with their lifestyles and lifecycles.”17

Soft Control

When the first edition of this book was published, sociologists, culture

critics, and management gurus couldn’t decide whether the big prob-

lem with the workplace was that it was becoming too stressful or too

comfortable. Some maintained that our offices were high-tech sweat-
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shops, presided over by corporate Simon Legrees. Others, like the so-

ciologist Arlie Russell Hochschild,18 took the opposite stance, arguing

that if anything, management coddles us; our offices have become so

comfortable that we retreat to them to avoid the demands of private

life. Both arguments presented an exaggerated, caricatured point of

view, but they each captured a part of the truth: that in the quest to

elicit creativity, the typical workplace tends to become both more

stressful and more caring. The result could be called a “caring sweat-

shop,” but as oxymoronic as it sounds, there’s not really any contra-

diction. It’s just the reality of a workplace in the Creative Economy.

Stress increases because the Creative Economy is predicated on

change and speed. If a firm is to survive, it must always top what

it did yesterday. Employees must be constantly coming up with

new ideas; perpetually devising faster, cheaper, and better ways

to do things—and that’s brutally stressful. Back in 1999, more

than four in ten American workers described themselves as

workaholics in a Gallup poll.19 And yet for all that frantic dedi-

cation, fewer than half of all professionals, according to a 2001

Towers Perrin study, responded that “my company inspires me

to do my best work.”20 Ten years later, we still have far to go in both

the knowledge and the practice of managing creative workers.

There is a vast literature on effective creative organization and

management. Although there’s an awful lot of academic jargon to

cut through, most of it basically boils down to the idea that creative

people and knowledge workers respond well to organizations that

provide solid values, clear rules, open communication, good work-

ing conditions, and fair treatment. People don’t want to be aban-

doned, and they don’t want to be micromanaged. They don’t want

to take orders, but they do want direction. Creative work cannot

be regimented, like rote work in the old factory or office. Because

a lot of it goes on inside people’s heads, you literally cannot see it

happening—and you can’t Taylorize what you can’t see.
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Peter Drucker famously said that knowledge workers do not re-

spond to financial incentives, orders, or negative sanctions the way

blue-collar workers are expected to. I particularly like his obser-

vation that the key to motivating creative people is to treat them

as “de facto volunteers,” tied to the firm by a commitment to its

aims and purposes, and often expecting to participate in its ad-

ministration and its governance. “Volunteers,” he wrote, “have to

get more satisfaction from their work than paid employees precisely

because they do not get a paycheck.”21 The commitments of creative

people are also highly contingent, and their motivation comes

largely from within.

But volunteerism isn’t an entirely apt analogy for the no-collar

workplace. Although it appeals to employees’ intrinsic motivations,

it runs on very subtle models of control. Rather than boss or bribe

us, it basically seduces us to work harder—and we are putty in man-

agement’s hands when it comes to the so-called challenge of the

job and respect of our peers, as we saw in Chapter 4. As Business-

Week bluntly put it, “The smartest companies know this. Instead

of ensnaring employees with more signing bonuses and huge

salaries, they are trying to hook them emotionally.”22 It’s an insid-

ious internalization of work norms I call “soft control.”

The practices and structures of creativity would eventually have

permeated corporate life on their own, but the meteoric rise of the

so-called New Economy of the late 1990s and early 2000 acceler-

ated their diffusion. Like the early days of Silicon Valley before

it, the New Economy unleashed a powerful cultural force for busi-

ness change, but in an even more pervasive way. The New Economy

uprooted the age-old distinction between appropriate business

norms and alternative culture. In those heady days, joining a new

dot-com became a form of self-expression and self-actualization.

Many companies actively embraced this by wedding their com-

mercial zeal to a mission to transform business culture.23 A clear
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distinction was drawn between the outmoded, staid, and constrict-

ing practices of the “old” economy and the open, progressive, lib-

erating practice of the “new.”

As the culture critic Andrew Ross noted at the time, “A lot of

these companies presented themselves as alternatives to corporate

America and took on all things bohemian.” In propagating the

myth of the New Economy as social force, this period raised people’s

expectations about what they wanted in a company and a job,

which, as Ross put it, “meant that a lot of activism, or socially pro-

ductive work that they otherwise might have done, was redirected

into a kind of infatuation with changing the shape of corporate

America. That could only have happened, of course, because of the

particularly bohemian cast—the sort of counterculture cast—of

the companies that recruited these employees, for better or worse.”24

A lot of it was worse, in my view—amounting to little more than

a well-choreographed charade. Many companies merely presented

a cheap facade of the alternative—a ping-pong table, perhaps an

espresso machine. And many otherwise sensible people bought

into it because they were starved for something different. It wasn’t

about the money after all. As countless people in my focus groups

and interviews told me, they wanted to be a part of a different, more

inclusive, more progressive culture. Most of them, however, were

quickly disappointed. A great migration turned into a great exodus,

captured in this telling epitaph: “I’d rather work at Starbucks.”25

In summer 2000, I was invited to address the top management

of a major regional bank on how to attract and retain creative and

talented workers. We selected an edgy high-tech company as the

venue for our workshop and invited two of its top executives to

join in the discussion. The bank managers wanted to know what

creative people care about and seemed particularly interested in

younger employees. They asked questions about the role of dress

codes, work-space design, perks, compensation, location, and the
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like. It was very clear to me that they were genuinely concerned

with managing and motivating their employees—if truth be told,

with treating them like human beings.

As we got further into it, the two high-tech executives began to

chime in with their views, which essentially amounted to “man-

agement by stress”—working people as long and as hard as they

could stand it. It was painfully apparent that they didn’t have the

foggiest idea about how to treat, never mind motivate, creative

people, let alone build an effective and enduring organizational

culture. As the end of the workshop drew near and the clock edged

toward 6:00 PM, the high-tech pair, seemingly unaware of the time,

began an extended harangue. As the rest of us sat uncomfortably

in our seats, one of the bank managers interrupted: “At our com-

pany,” he said, “we respect the flexibility and the right of our people

to go home, if need be, to their spouses, significant others and fam-

ilies, so I think we should draw this meeting to a close.”

Too many of these sorts of companies became not workplace

utopias but what Stanford management expert Jeffrey Pfeffer has

aptly dubbed the “toxic workplace.” The toxic workplace operates

on the principle that “we own you.” Or as Pfeffer puts it: “We’re going

to put you in a situation where you have to work in a style and on

a pace that is not sustainable. We want you to come in here and

burn yourself out—and then you can leave.”26

The NASDAQ crash and 9/11 were wake-up calls, as I pointed

out in the original edition of this book. No longer so beguiled by

the myth of striking it big, people became much savvier about the

kinds of places where they really wanted to work—companies that

combined the flexibility and openness of the no-collar workplace

with job stability, that had reasonable expectations about working

hours, and that offered talented peers and responsible management.

The real legacy of the rise and fall of the New Economy is that it

brought people back down to earth, recalibrating their expectations
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about their jobs. For this alone, it was an invaluable collective learn-

ing experience.

And then the economic crisis of 2008 hammered it home. The old

order really has entered a terminal crisis; the new order has yet to

fully emerge. Still, the management of many if not most big com-

panies only partially gets it. In 2011, the Harvard Business School’s

Teresa Amabile and the independent researcher Steven Kramer

noted that nearly one-third of American workers are unhappy and

unmotivated in their jobs, and no wonder. “When we asked 669

managers from companies around the world to rank five employee

motivators in terms of importance,” they wrote, “they ranked ‘sup-

porting progress’ dead last. Fully 95 percent of these managers failed

to recognize that progress in meaningful work is the primary mo-

tivator, well ahead of traditional incentives like raises and bonuses.”27

Managing Creativity at SAS

The software giant SAS Institute has enjoyed substantial revenue

growth every year since its founding in 1976. Its employee turnover

rate is less than 5 percent (compared to an industry average of 20

percent), and it has scored in the top twenty of Fortune’s “Best

Companies to Work For” lists every year since they’ve been pub-

lished. SAS’s Fortune 500 customers are happy, too—they renew

their subscriptions to its products at an astounding 98 percent rate.

What are the keys to its success?

In 2005, I had the privilege of collaborating with SAS’s cofounder

and CEO Jim Goodnight on a study of the social and management

contexts in which SAS has most effectively nurtured, harnessed,

and mobilized creativity. We summarized our findings in an article

entitled “Managing for Creativity,” which was published in the

July–August 2005 issue of the Harvard Business Review.
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Through trial and error, as well as organic evolution, SAS has

learned how to tap the creative energies of all of its stakeholders—

customers, software developers, managers, and support staff alike.

Beyond that, it has developed a unique framework for managing

creativity that rests on three guiding principles: 1) help employees

do their best work by keeping them intellectually engaged and by

removing distractions and impediments to their productivity; 2)

make managers responsible for sparking creativity, not enforcing

rules; and 3) engage the customers as creative partners to be sure

that the product always meets their needs.

A management framework like SAS’s produces a corporate

ecosystem in which creativity and productivity flourish, where prof-

itability and flexibility go hand in hand, and where hard work and

work-life balance aren’t mutually exclusive.

Help Workers Be Great

SAS operates on the belief that invigorating mental work leads to

superior performance and, ultimately, to better products. It

doesn’t bribe workers with stock options; it has never offered them.

At SAS, the most fitting thanks for a job well done is an even more

challenging project. SAS sends its developers to industry and tech-

nology conferences, where they can hone their skills and build re-

lationships within the larger software community, and it encourages

employees to publish papers and books.

SAS provides services and amenities like on-site day care and

medical facilities; a pool, fitness room, and basketball courts; sub-

sidized meals; haircuts; dry cleaning; and more. Flexible workday

guidelines encourage people to strike a balance between work and

family; the company takes its thirty-five-hour workweek seriously

(and knows that employees will put in extra time when it’s required).

Creative people can be trusted to manage their own workloads;
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their inner drive to achieve, not to mention accountability among

their colleagues and peers, compels a high level of productivity.

Employees who don’t perform are swiftly winnowed. “Hire hard,

manage open, fire hard,” are SAS’s watchwords.

We’re All Creatives

Everyone at SAS is a creative, suits and workers alike. All of SAS’s

managers roll up their shirtsleeves from time to time, including its

CEO, who still sometimes writes code. The willingness—even 

eagerness—of managers to delve into the “real” work of the orga-

nization sends an important message: we are all on the same team,

working toward the same goal, the creation of a superior product.

An egalitarian culture fosters mutual respect—and encourages

openness and constructive criticism in both directions. Experimen-

tation necessarily involves failures and dead ends; SAS’s manage-

ment recognizes that safety and stasis don’t lead to new insights

and encourages its employees to take risks. Fully 26 percent of its

budget is dedicated to R&D (more than twice the norm for a high-

tech company).

Focus on Customers and End-Users

SAS aggressively solicits customer feedback—and acts on it. It

tracks complaints and makes sure they are addressed in product

revisions; it treats its users’ conferences as occasions to elicit crit-

icism and ideas from its customers rather than simply to market

to them. SAS resolves more than three-fourths of its customers’

problems within twenty-four hours; the wait time on its tech sup-

port lines averages thirty-four seconds. Most important of all, the

company strives to release bug-free products. Testing teams run

through a product from a developer’s standpoint, a salesperson’s
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standpoint, and a customer’s standpoint. Any glitches and it goes

back to the drawing board.

The key elements of the SAS approach to managing creativity 

include:

• leveraging the intrinsic motivation of creative workers by stim-

ulating their minds and minimizing their hassles;

• minimizing the barriers between managers and workers by en-

suring that managers are creatives, too;

• tapping into the creative talents of customers as well as workers;

and

• nurturing long-term relationships with users and employees alike.

As SAS has learned, a company’s most important asset isn’t raw

materials, real estate, machinery, transportation systems, or political

influence. It is its creative capital—its arsenal of creative thinkers

whose ideas can be turned into valuable products and services. Suc-

cessful companies recognize that their most valuable assets walk

out the door every evening; they dedicate their best efforts to en-

suring that they come back and give their very best every morning.

Although creative people take their jobs less for granted today

than they did in flusher times, they still want to work for companies

like SAS that value them, provide them with challenging yet stable

work environments, nurture and support their creativity, and allow

them to realize their full potential. They desire flexibility on matters

such as hours, dress, and personal work habits. They seek a work-

place that incorporates both the freedom and flexibility of a smaller

start-up and the stability and direction of a larger firm. But the tra-

jectory is not backward to the boredom and drudgery of a tradi-

tional corporate bureaucracy.

Even the most conservative companies are adopting aspects of the

no-collar workplace in order to recruit and retain the best employees.
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And when they start down this road, there’s no turning back—

improvements in workplace conditions tend to be sticky; once in-

stituted, they are not easily reversed or rescinded. Companies of

all types are converging on a new style of managing creative work.

If we find this new style more suited to our needs than the old, so

much the better.
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C H A P T E R  7

Time Warp

I f the very word “time” elicits a tight, edgy feeling in your chest

and makes your temples throb, you are not alone. Growing num-

bers of Americans feel increasingly pressed for time. Creative

Class people do tend to work long hours, but the biggest news about

time goes deeper than how long our workdays are. The key change

is that our use of time has intensified. We now try to pack every

moment full of activities and experiences—at work, at home, and

at leisure. In the process, the ways in which we think about time as

well as use it are being warped into new configurations.

This intensification of the experience of time began with the ad-

vent of the clock, which created a more finely divided day, changing

the nature of work and subsequently the rest of life, as the British

historian E.P. Thompson has noted.1 In agricultural societies, people

lived and worked by the sun and the seasons. With the Industrial

Revolution, distinct compartments of work time and off time were

formally demarcated. In the second half of the nineteenth century,

new technologies like Edison’s incandescent bulb facilitated the

extension of the workday. Then at the turn of the twentieth century,

Frederick Taylor’s scientific management timed each movement

in the performance of tasks, extending the division of labor into
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the division of time itself. The Organizational Age led to a further

ordering and intensification of time and also helped promote the

idea that a steady chronological climb up the corporate and status

ladders was the normal life course. Today our sense of time is chang-

ing again, and the story is more insidious than you might think.

It is not so much that we suffer from overwork, but rather from

a severe shortage of time. Between 1965 and 1995, researchers John

Robinson and Geoffrey Godbey tracked detailed time diaries of

thousands of Americans for the Americans’ Use of Time Project

and reported the results in their book Time for Life. Their main

conclusion: Americans suffer from a “time famine.” “Time has be-

come the most precious commodity,” they wrote, “and the ultimate

scarcity for millions of Americans.”2 Their research found an across-

the-board increase in people saying they felt “hurried” or “rushed”

in their daily activities. The number reporting they “always feel

rushed” increased from 24 percent of working-age (eighteen to

sixty-four years old) respondents in 1965 to 38 percent by 1992.3

High levels of time-related stress were most prevalent among the

college educated and affluent. As Robert Putnam noted in the book’s

foreword, “The most worrisome social trend in America over the

last several decades has been the widening gap in wealth and income

between the social classes. Robinson and Godbey report a less no-

ticed counterpart trend: less well-educated Americans appear to

be enjoying more free time, whereas their college-educated counter -

parts, for the most part, are not. Paradoxically, as the authors put

it, the ‘working class’ is spending fewer hours at work, while the

erstwhile ‘leisure class’ has less leisure.”4

A 2010 Gallup survey found that roughly one-third of Americans

suffered from high levels of time-related stress. Most stressed were

parents with young children and working women; people with

higher levels of skills and income tended to suffer the most.5 Paul

Romer makes the intriguing argument that even when we are not
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actually pressed for time, we may perceive that we are because our

time is worth more than it used to be. In advanced nations, Romer

explains, the long-term trend is for average real income to increase.

There are fluctuations, to be sure—real wages may stagnate or fall

at times for various sectors of the workforce—but overall, adjusting

for inflation, the dominant trend is for most of us to earn more per

hour than our counterparts of previous years. This ought to make

us feel pretty good about the returns we’re getting on our time. But

our minds don’t work that way. Instead, we assign an ever-increasing

cost to every minute that we spend outside work—and thus worry

constantly about the minutes slipping away. It is, says Romer, an

unavoidable side effect of our economy: “Our children will have

more of almost everything, with one glaring exception: They won’t

have more time in the day. As income and wages increase, the cost

of time will continue to grow and so will the sense that time is scarce

and that life proceeds at a faster pace than in the past.”6

Technology has contributed to the time famine. The past several

decades have seen a relentless march of technologies that extend

the workday. Many observers have noted how, thanks to smart

phones and laptops, our work tends to follow us wherever we are.

It follows us whenever we are, too. But creative work tends to fol-

low you around regardless of technology, in the sense that it in-

habits your head. At the end of each workday, there are usually

problems remaining to be solved or decisions waiting to be made.

These things may not occupy the foreground of your time off, but

they linger in the background. If you mulled over these problems

while riding your bike or eating dinner, would you bill the time to

a client? Would you record it as work in a time diary? Creative

workers may actually “work” more than statistics show.

This is compounded, of course, by the demands of home and

family. Households with two working parents or a working single

parent are increasingly numerous, and the absence of a support
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spouse crunches time tremendously. The Americans’ Use of Time

Project found that in 1995 the average (nonemployed) housewife

was spending some forty-two hours per week on family care, house-

hold chores, and commuting duties—the equivalent of a full-time

job (though this was down from fifty-four hours in 1965). It also

found that women continued to provide more than two-thirds of

all family care. When the housewife vanishes, paid caretakers such

as maids and child-care workers can pick up some but not all of

the slack. And though the flexible life of creative workers helps to

create a demand for a 24/7 corps of service workers, it’s not a zero-

sum transaction. The all-night restaurant might be wonderful for

the code writer who wants a hamburger at 3:00 AM, but it might

not be so wonderful for the waitress. She isn’t on a flexible schedule

after all, just the night shift.

To cope, many people arrive at a complex interweaving of work

and personal life: working to meet the demands of the job, certainly,

but in patterns attuned to their own creative rhythms. From morn-

ing to night and from workplace to home, they intersperse bursts

of work with chunks of personal time for exercise, errands, social-

izing, family time, or just plain downtime. The folks sitting in the

coffee shop with their laptops—are they working or are they social-

izing? Well, both, sort of. Working now, but ready to shift quickly

into social mode, they very much resemble the old craftsman in his

shop on the village main street—busy, but always ready to share a

pot of tea if somebody interesting walks in. Indeed, many people

see interweaving as a natural way of operating, a sort of throwback

to the cottage-industry days when life was integrated and whole.

It seems a healthy reaction to the Organizational Age system, which

split work and life into compartments and required you to be one

person here, another there.

Unfortunately, the flexible, interwoven life can be more hectic

than idyllic. The traditional nine-to-five workday required only a

few transitions of mindset and location. You show up at work and
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stay there, then you switch off your work brain and go home. Maybe

you run a few errands on the way. An interwoven day—with mid-

day run or bike ride, late-night work, and meals and errands scat-

tered across different times and places—requires many transitions.

Although some of these are easy, many are taxing. They take time.

You need to shift focus, remember where you put your papers and

materials, be sure you’ve got everything—and be sure you’re dressed

properly. Moreover, there are times in the interwoven day when

parallel worlds collide. It can happen in the coffee shop or at home

with the children: you want to work, but someone is standing before

you demanding something else. Do you get that tight, edgy feeling

in your chest? That’s the pang of the time famine.

And though your personal allocation of time may be flexible,

scheduled events are not. A good bit of time stress comes from try-

ing to meet someone else’s schedule: the meeting is at 4:00 PM, the

soccer game is at 6:00, the plane leaves without you if you’re not

on it. I think the stress is exacerbated if, like many creative workers,

you spend much of the day working at a self-dictated pace and then

suddenly have to switch to a mode dictated by the clock. This may

be the most jarring transition of all. It reflects, in the realm of time,

the ongoing tension between creativity and organization.

Front-Loading

In many Creative Class fields, people manage their careers by

“front-loading”—working excruciatingly long and hard at the outset

of their professional lives in the hope that it will pay off in greater

income, marketability, and mobility later. Granted, young people

have often worked hard in the past. Young executive-track hopefuls

in the Organizational Age were certainly expected to be diligent,

but in those days the responsibilities and the time demands grew

as they climbed the ladder. Besides, you wanted to start a family
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early because it showed the company that you were a stable person

and a belonger. Today that has all been turned upside down. In-

dicative of the trend, both men and women on average are getting

married five years later in 2010 than they were in 1970.7 In 2008,

41.4 out of 1,000 American adults had gotten married within the

last twelve months; in 2012, that number dropped to 37.4. Just 9

percent of Americans age eighteen to twenty-four had a spouse in

2010, about one-fifth of the share for this age group in 1960, accord-

ing to a December 2011 report from the Pew Research Center.8

The growing number of women in the professions—along with

the fact that a lot of employers still don’t care to see their young

professional women on the mommy track—has been one factor

driving the trend to front-load work and defer the rest of life, but

there are many others. In the universities, postdocs and assistant

professors have long been notorious for working fiendishly at their

research. Often they forgo family aspirations and other nice things

in life through their twenties because they are aiming for the tenure

track. Academic tenure provides more than a secure lifetime posi-

tion. It puts you in the ranks of the privileged. You get choice teach-

ing assignments, a higher salary, a nicer office. As you build your

reputation, it becomes easier to secure research funds, to generate

novel findings, and to publish. Other universities bid for your talent.

Something similar has always been the case with artists. Musicians,

painters, writers, and actors may not aim for academic tenure at a

university, but it makes a big difference if they come barreling out

of their youth tagged as stars or at least comers. They still have to

keep working hard, but the returns on their early investment are

high. Now that they have been noticed, they can get the choice

commissions, the savvy agents, the nice gigs. I would submit that

a similar phenomenon is taking hold today in the private sector. It

is particularly true in the so-called up-or-out professions such as

law or consulting, where great advantages accrue to those who
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make partner status, whereas those who do not are essentially out

of luck. But it is also becoming true more generally.

There are several reasons for this. Young recent graduates are

the workhorses of many sectors of the Creative Economy. They

have the most up-to-date skills in highly specialized fields like

computing, consulting, or turbo-finance, and being young and un-

attached, they are able to work ridiculous hours. Rather than being

groomed slowly for advancement, they are thrown quickly to the

front lines to see what they can do. And they set to it with a

vengeance. They do so partly because they relish the challenge but

also because, in a fluid market, this is the time to make your mark.

You are hot now. If you want to be hot later—if you want to be call-

ing the shots rather than waiting for calls, and have people bidding

for you rather than screening your résumé—you need to be on the

star track. If you acquire a reputation as just another hacker, you

may spend the rest of your days on the hack track.

With so many people feeling chronically pressed for time, a new

strategy of sorts has emerged: “time deepening.” Robinson and

Godbey describe it this way:

Time-deepening fools people into thinking they can avoid sacrificing one

activity for another. We instead seek to do it all, and see it all, and to do it

and see it now. In effect, time has become a commodity, and time viewed

as a commodity seems to have made people’s lives shorter and less tranquil.

The experience of life is increasingly catalogued in terms of a patternless

checklist of “been there, done that.”
9

They note its four key elements:

• Speeding up of activities.

• Substituting a leisure activity that can be done more quickly for

one that takes longer, such as getting take-out or home delivery
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rather than cooking, playing racquetball rather than a slower

game like tennis—or, in my case, an hour of spinning in the

gym as opposed to a two- or three-hour bike ride with friends.

• Multitasking, or doing more than one thing at once: watching

TV while reading the paper, eating dinner while editing a chap-

ter, tweeting while on a conference call.

• Detailed time planning and budgeting—especially for leisure or

recreational activities; compartmentalizing time so as to get a

handle on it. Astoundingly, my students are never without their

smart phones, which parcel their days into half-hour chunks.

I certainly did not need to schedule my time like that when I

was a student. I didn’t even keep a calendar until I became an

assistant professor.

Quite a trick, actually: to me, time deepening seems even more

insidious than long hours. Robinson and Godbey also see it as part

of a bigger shift from the “consumption of goods” to the “consump-

tion of experiences.” This is a theme that takes us from the sphere

of work to the sphere of life as a whole. In the next chapter, I de-

scribe a key facet of the Creative Class lifestyle: the quest for rich

and multi dimensional experiences. In this classic creative view,

time is truly deep not when it is rushed or crammed, but when it

fully engages every faculty of one’s being in every waking moment.
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C H A P T E R  8

The Experiential Life

A t the dawn of the new millennium, on the morning of 

January 1, 2000, 10 million computer users logged into the

domain DotComGuy.com and watched via webcam as a

bland-looking twenty-six-year-old former systems analyst, who’d

legally changed his name to DotComGuy, moved into a bland sub-

urban house in North Dallas, Texas. There he would remain for

the rest of the year, living entirely on goods and services ordered

over the Internet: groceries from Food.com, housecleaning by

TheMaids.com, and more.

He was as unlikely a media sensation as could be imagined. The

secret of DotComGuy’s appeal could not have been his daily rou-

tine, which often resembled that of an elderly shut-in waiting for

Meals on Wheels to arrive. Nothing kinky here: no webcam sex or

moody personal revelations. He spent much of his time playing

with his dog, DotComDog, watching TV, or surfing the Web. Yet

he drew a devoted online following for a while, including a chat

room frequented by young girls commenting on his cuteness. News

reporters and eager visitors came to call. What made DotComGuy

so fascinating was that he perfectly embodied all the myths of homo

new economicus in the Internet age. Here was the quintessential

maverick, using the Internet to turn the system on its ear. He was
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a free agent and entrepreneur, out on his own, doing it his way. He

had lined up corporate sponsors to provide everything he needed

in exchange for publicity and banner ads on his website, and not

just start-ups and gimmicks like online pizza deliverers but such

long-established giants as UPS, Gateway, and 3Com. Rather than

holding a faceless job in corporate America, DotComGuy had the

big companies beating a path to his door. Rather than traveling

for what he wanted, he had the world brought to him. He was a

virtual Horatio Alger, a housebound king of infinite cyberspace.

When DotComGuy left his house at the end of the year, he an-

nounced that he planned to marry a woman he had “met” in his

website chat room.

Although some dubbed him an avatar of the Internet age, Salon

called him the “Poster Child for Internet Idiocy.”1 In either case,

his fifteen minutes didn’t outlast the NASDAQ crash. Not long

after he returned to the real world, DotComGuy changed his name

back to the one his parents gave him and auctioned off his domain,

which is now the trademark of a business that provides IT services.

As it turned out, he wasn’t such a bellwether after all. His entre-

preneurial spirit and his flair for self-promotion might have antic-

ipated the reality TV boom to come, but his virtual lifestyle was

not at all what members of the Creative Class wanted. Although

e-commerce has grown bigger than most would have imagined and

social media like Twitter and Facebook have penetrated our lives

to an extent that would have boggled even DotComGuy’s imagi-

nation, the flip side of these trends has been an even more relentless

quest for real community, real experiences, and, yes, real life.

On many fronts, the Creative Class lifestyle comes down to a pas-

sionate quest for experience. The ideal is to live a more creative life,

packed with more intense, high-quality, multidimensional expe-

riences. The interviews and focus groups I conducted in the late

1990s and early 2000s indicated that creative people favor active,
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participatory recreation over passive spectator sports. They like

indigenous street-level culture—a teeming blend of cafés, sidewalk

musicians, and small galleries and bistros, where it’s hard to draw

the line between participant and observer, creativity and its cre-

ators. They crave creative stimulation but not escape. As one young

man told me, explaining why he and his friends favored nonalco-

holic hangouts, “We can’t afford the recovery time.” In their book

The Experience Economy, Joseph Pine and James Gilmore explain

the shift from consumption of material goods to consumption of

experiences as “a fourth economic offering, as distinct from services

as services are from goods,” noting:

Experiences have always been around but consumers, businesses, and econ-

omists lumped them into the service sector along with such uneventful ac-

tivities as dry cleaning, auto repair, wholesale distribution, and telephone

access. When a person buys a service he purchases a set of intangible ac-

tivities carried out on his behalf. But when he buys an experience, he pays

to spend time enjoying a series of memorable events that a company

stages—as in a theatrical play—to engage him in a personal way. . . . The

newly identified offering of experiences occurs whenever a company inten-

tionally uses services as the stage and goods as props to engage an individual.

While commodities are fungible, goods tangible, and services intangible,

experiences are memorable.2

The Creative Class is experience driven. My interviews and focus

groups reveal a considerable orientation to active and authentic

experiences that participants can structure themselves. In practical

everyday terms, this means running, rock climbing, or cycling

rather than watching a game on TV; it means travel to interesting,

remote, and even risky locations that engage one physically or in-

tellectually; it means the purchase of unique antique pieces or orig-

inal midcentury modern furniture, as opposed to just buying
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something to sit on. In the 1950s, the psychologist Carl Rogers

noted the connection between creativity and experiences, writing,

“It has been found that when the individual is ‘open’ to all his ex-

perience then his behavior will be creative, and his creativity may

be trusted to be essentially constructive.”3 He defined openness to

experience as consisting of the following attributes: “lack of rigidity

and permeability of boundaries in concepts, beliefs, perceptions,

and hypotheses,” “a tolerance for ambiguity,” and an “ability to re-

ceive much conflicting information without forcing closure upon

the situation.” He found that in people who are open to experience,

“each stimulus is freely relayed without being distorted by any pro-

cess of defensiveness,” whether it “originates in the environment,

in the impact of form, color, or sound on the sensory nerves, or

whether it originates in the viscera.” Based on this, he concluded,

“This complete openness of awareness to what exists at this moment

is, I believe, an important condition of constructive creativity.” The

experiential lifestyle is about much more than fun. It complements

the way members of the Creative Class work and is a fundamental

component of their lives.

The Active Life

“In the early 1960s, there was no such thing as a middle-aged man

jogging on the street,” the journalist Andy Sheehan wrote in Chasing

the Hawk, a book about his late father, Dr. George Sheehan, the

well-known “running guru” of the 1960s and 1970s.4 A successful

doctor in Red Bank, New Jersey, George Sheehan began running

in 1963 at the age of forty-five. At the time, grown men simply did

not exercise in public; doing so entailed the risk of appearing friv-

olous or even “subversive.” So Sheehan ran in his backyard. “It was

with no small amount of wonder,” his son writes, “that I stood on
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my back porch one day . . . and watched my father running the

perimeter of our backyard. The backyard covered two acres, and I

watched as he ran the length of the house, trotted down a small

slope, turned right at a neighbor’s fence.” When his father eventually

took to the streets, he did so “despite the honking horns and the

sounds of laughter from the cars that passed him.” The jibes were

sometimes directed at the younger Sheehan and his siblings: “‘Why

does your father run around town in his underwear?’ we children

were asked.” But through it all, according to his son, running helped

establish George Sheehan as a creative person. “My father attributed

a whole host of astonishing personal transformations to running.

It made him stop drinking, freed him from anger, got him in touch

with himself, and made him a creative being.” Around the same

time that Sheehan was discovering running on the Jersey shore,

human potential pioneers at the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, Cali-

fornia, were treating jogging and even golf as a spiritual practice.

Few of us, of course, achieve such a radical makeover from run-

ning or any other single activity. But we are engaging in many new

behaviors that add up to a radical makeover of leisure in our society.

And though Sheehan claimed that his pastime made him creative,

I would suggest that for us, the causality runs the other way as well.

Because we relate to the economy through our creativity and thus

identify ourselves as “creative beings,” we pursue pastimes and cul-

tural forms that express and nurture our creativity.

The ensuing decades have witnessed a virtual revolution in active

recreation. In 1964, when George Sheehan entered his first Boston

Marathon, he was one of just 225 runners. Today the event is lim-

ited to 18,000. According to a 2000 Roper Starch survey, 67 per-

cent of all Americans participated in active outdoor recreation on

a monthly basis in 1999, up from 50 percent in 1994. The study

also noted that an increasing number of people, some 30 percent,

participate in more than five different active recreational activities
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per year.5 By 2010, according to the US Bureau of Economic Analy-

sis, Americans were spending $918.3 billion on recreation.6

Buried in this staggering statistic is the extent to which people—

particularly Creative Class people—have thrown themselves into

active sports and physical exercise. It is increasingly normal and

even expected that Creative Class people, well into middle age and

beyond, will engage in these activities that were once deemed ju-

venile or deviant. Health-club memberships in the United States

grew from virtually nothing in the early 1960s to more than 15 mil-

lion by the mid-1980s. By 2000, they’d reached 32.8 million; by

2009, the number had risen by almost another one-third, to 45.3

million.7 An article in the Wall Street Journal on September 7, 2011,

noted that “health clubs and gyms accounted for 8.8% of new leases

signed so far this year by retail chains in the U.S., compared with

7.9% at the same point last year. . . . The rush into shopping centers

has helped fuel a 57% increase in square footage occupied by U.S.

health clubs since 2007, to more than 70 million square feet.”8 Many

larger companies provide on-site physical exercise facilities. Some

subsidize gym memberships or even reduce the employee contri-

bution for health-care benefits for those who engage in regular ex-

ercise. Although much has been made of our increased television

viewing (which ballooned from 10.4 hours a week in 1965 to 16

hours in 1995, climbing to 19 hours by 2010), active sports and

exercise registered the largest percentage increase of all free-time

activities, tripling between 1965 and 1995.9

In the original edition of this book I used data on American con-

sumer behavior from Equifax to illustrate the experiential consump-

tion preferences of higher income, more well-educated people.10

According to these data, eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds earning

more than $75,000 a year were more than twice as likely to scuba

dive, snow ski, travel, play tennis, fly frequently, or jog than their

lower-paid peers, whereas those with incomes of $30,000 or less
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were more likely to play home video games, horseback ride, fiddle

with electronics, camp, ride a motorcycle, or do automotive work.

Looking at slightly older people, ages thirty-five to forty-four,

higher-income people were more than twice as likely to travel, ski,

or scuba dive, and one and one-half times more likely to play tennis,

golf, jog, and enjoy wines. Lower-income people were more likely

to horseback ride, play video games, collect stamps, ride motorcycles,

camp, and do automotive work. Equifax stopped conducting this

particular survey in the mid-2000s, but a 2008 Bureau of Labor Sta-

tistics Time Use Survey noted that “people with higher levels of ed-

ucation were more likely to participate in sports and exercise.

Among people aged 25 years and older, those with a bachelor’s de-

gree or higher were more than twice as likely to participate in sports

and exercise activities on an average day during the 2003–06 period

as those with a high school diploma or less.”11

My focus groups and interviews with Creative Class people re-

vealed that they value active outdoor recreation very highly. They

are drawn to places and communities where many outdoor activities

are prevalent—both because they enjoy those activities, and because

their presence is seen as a signal that the place is amenable to the

broader creative lifestyle. The Creative Class people in my studies

are into a variety of active sports, from traditional ones like bicy-

cling, jogging, and kayaking to newer, more extreme ones like trail

running and snowboarding.

Some of these class preferences reflect the nature of work itself.

Members of the traditional Working Class spend the day engaged

in physical labor and are thus inclined to relax during their time

off. But if you spend your workday in front of a computer screen

or an artist’s canvas, you are probably not eager to spend your

leisure time in front of a TV screen. You are much more likely to

want to get out and be active. As one person I interviewed put it,

“Recreation is stress relief away from everyday work.”12 Time and
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again, when people in my interviews and focus groups spoke of

active sports, they used the word “release.” Climbing a rock face

or pedaling a bike releases the physical energy pent up through

long hours of sitting, and it is also a form of mental release. As the

wife of a high-powered executive put it, “He is compelled to engage

in these kinds of activities simply to release the incredible energy

he has.”13

My Creative Class subjects were not especially interested in

conventional spectator sports; they preferred to participate di-

rectly. On the infrequent occasions that they did take in a game,

the sports they appeared to favor featured continuous action, like

basketball and hockey, rather than football or baseball. Part of

the reason is that continuous-action sports are more packed with

experience. But beyond this, an even broader reason—highlighted

in a fair number of my interviews—is that basketball and hockey

games are played in the evening during times of year when the

weather is cold and daylight ends early. My interview subjects

said that they simply could not afford to “sacrifice” a warm sum-

mer evening to watch baseball, or an entire Sunday afternoon to

attend a football game.

As noted earlier, Paul Fussell’s book Class is full of barbed but

often perceptive comments on everyone from “proles” to the “out-

of-sight” wealthy. An obsession with spectator sports tends to be

a marker of Working Class status for two reasons, he observes. One

is the need “to identify with winners, the need to dance and scream,

We’re number one! while holding an index finger erect.” And two,

he adds that sports are also popular because they “sanction a flux

of pedantry, dogmatism, record-keeping, wise secret knowledge,

and pseudo-scholarship of the sort usually associated with the

‘decision-making’ or ‘executive’ or ‘opinion-molding’ classes,”

adding that “the World Series and the Super Bowl give every man

his opportunity to play for the moment the impressive barroom
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pedant, to imitate for a brief season the superior classes identified

by their practice of weighty utterance and informed opinion.”14

There are other reasons that traditional spectator sports are less

popular among the Creative Class. When people move frequently

to pursue careers and lifestyle interests, it becomes harder for them

to sustain the home-team allegiances built in youth. Also, as we

have seen, more and more of the Creative Class are immigrants,

people who grew up with cricket or field hockey or soccer. Still

more are globally minded. The unprecedented US interest in the

2010 World Cup was perhaps a harbinger of some of these deeper

cultural shifts.

When I undertook this revision, I asked my colleague Daniel Sil-

ver for his comments. In an email, he suggested that I had over-

simplified some of these issues, writing:

In my view even the generalities are more mixed than you make them out.

Personal story: I am a big football fan, and I often do “waste” my Sundays

to watch the 49ers. Just last weekend, I left my wife and kids in the middle

of a neighborhood outdoor block party to go find a sports bar showing

the game. I’m also relatively unconvinced by the argument that highly

structured activities are unattractive to creative types. Martial Arts would

be my prime example. In fact, they are near unique among most amenities

in that they are associated with BOTH college grads and substantial and

often rising levels of blacks and hispanics. But martial arts clubs are highly

structured, and training your way up the belts requires that you learn all

sorts of rigid rules. It is only at the most advanced levels that you are al-

lowed to fully freelance and flow. For many, it is that very structure that

is so attractive.

I could not agree more. Some Working Class people have no in-

terest in spectator sports or motor sports. Some wealthy Creative

Class people love them: think of Jay Leno or Jerry Seinfeld and their
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automobile collections, or Spike Lee in his courtside seat at New

York Knicks games. I, too, am a big sports fan and follow not just

the Knicks, but the Jets, Giants, and Yankees with the ardor of the

most die-hard fanatic. The sociology of sport and class clearly con-

tains many nuances and subtleties. That said, the Creative Class

does have a special penchant, both comparatively and historically,

for more active and participative pursuits.

Noting the toned bodies on so many young members of the

Creative Class, my brother Robert, himself a fellow who likes to

stay fit, says that “college students today look like they major in

staying in shape.” Much the same is true of another Creative

Class subgroup, performing artists. Some musicians have bigger

biceps than pro athletes did forty years ago. A number of middle-

aged rock stars, such as Bruce Springsteen, Sting, and Madonna,

appear fitter now than when they started out. If Bob Dylan were

to come along today, his agent would probably send him to the

weight room.

Every year since 2008, the American College of Sports Medicine

has ranked America’s fifty largest metros on its American Fitness

Index, which takes into account both personal health indicators

(statistics on specific diseases, obesity, smoking levels, and so on)

and community and environmental factors (health-care access,

community resources that promote fitness, and the like).15 In

2011, its top fifteen metros were Minneapolis; Washington, DC;

Boston; Portland, Oregon; Denver; San Francisco; Hartford; Seat-

tle; Virginia Beach; Sacramento; San Jose; Richmond; San Diego;

Cincinnati; and Salt Lake City. When Charlotta Mellander and I

analyzed the data we found that fitter metros also had higher av-

erage wages and income, higher shares of residents with college

degrees, greater levels of innovation, more high-tech companies,

and a higher percentage of Creative Class workers than their less-

fit counterparts.
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This Creative Class obsession with fitness goes beyond a concern

with health. And it is much more than a mere shifting of the aes-

thetic standard to favor, say, bigger biceps. With marriage often

deferred and divorce more common, Creative Class people spend

a lot of time on the mating market. Physical display is a key aspect

of mating: you are more marketable if you look your best. Being

economically mobile and entrepreneurial, members of the Creative

Class also spend a lot of time advertising themselves to prospective

employers, partners, and clients. And though it might be a perni-

cious stereotype, studies show that in-shape people are perceived

to be not just more presentable but more reliable than their less-

toned counterparts. Staying in shape creates more energy, more

endurance, and more physical flexibility—it helps optimize the

body for the long haul of a life of creative work.

Leisure as Work

And that might be what it’s all about—not just leisure, but work

masquerading as leisure. That’s the point made by two thoughtful

sociologists, Richard Lloyd and Mark Banks, who in their separate

writings note that what at first glance might appear to be leisure

activities—engagement in art, participation in active sports and

recreation, even bohemian rejection of the status quo—may at a

deeper level be a less-obvious form of work. In a 2009 essay, Banks

criticized me on this score, writing that the “traditional notion of

leisure as an autonomous, work-antithetical practice may be dis-

appearing.” And he added:

What seems most apparent amongst Florida’s emergent “creative class” is

not simply that work and nonwork have become somehow “imbalanced,”

or even “reversed” in meaning, but that work has come to colonize life to

143T H E  E X P E R I E N T I A L  L I F E



such an extent that it has pervasively absorbed leisure into its own logic,

entirely effacing the work-leisure distinction and, what is more, now appears

to have achieved this with the express support and enthusiasm of labour.”16

Again, I could not agree more, and I believe I said as much in the

original edition. Leisure is undertaken not for its own sake but to

enhance the creative experience—which for the Creative Class, is

work. The boundaries between leisure and work have become so

blurry that the two have effectively blended into one another.

The norms of work have likewise inserted themselves into leisure.

As I noted in the original edition, when asked why he and his peers

favor highly active forms of recreation, one young member of the

Creative Class gave a succinct reply: “You get more entertainment

value per unit of time.” The young man went on to explain that in

his view, even a relatively tame pastime like hiking or simply going

for a walk is more continuously engaging, and on more levels, than

watching baseball or playing a sport like golf. You are in motion

every minute. The scenery is varied and changing; the world is un-

folding around you. You can stop to sightsee or window-shop or

talk with people along the way, get deep into conversation with a

walking companion, or just walk solo and let your mind range.

An article in the Wall Street Journal in August 2011 noted the

research of Marc Berman, a postdoctoral fellow at the Rotman

School of Management at the University of Toronto, where I teach,

whose experiments make a strong case for the proposition that the

proverbial walk in the woods (or in this case, an arboretum) can

boost performance on cognitive tests by as much as 20 percent. Ac-

cording to his research, a walk down a busy city street produced

no such benefits. “In a follow-up study,” the Wall Street Journal

noted, “the researchers had participants take a break for 10 minutes

in a quiet room to look at pictures of a nature scene or city street.

Again, they found that cognitive performance improved after the

144 T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S



nature break, even though it was only on paper. Although the boost

wasn’t as great as when participants actually took the walk among

the trees, it was more effective than the city walk.”17

Extreme sports like rock climbing provide mental benefits as

well, albeit in a much more concentrated and demanding form.

Climbing provides continuous engagement on both the physical

and mental planes. You get variety and novelty, and the possibilities

expand as you grow more skilled, because you can try new and

more difficult climbs. The mental engagement of climbing, intense

as it may be, is a profound release from work. One cannot think

about tomorrow’s meeting while grasping for a piton a hundred

feet in the air, yet once you reach a secure perch, you can indulge

in sightseeing and reverie. All told, it packs a lot of experience into

each unit of time. The essence of climbing, hiking, and a host of

similar sports that the Creative Class favors is to enter some other

world, away from the workaday world, and explore it and experi-

ence it while performing a task that is challenging in and of itself.

In short, the idea is to have an adventure. Game sports like baseball

are fundamentally different. The world that it invites its spectators

and participants into is highly structured: four bases at ninety feet

apart, three strikes and you’re out. And though rock climbing has

its own rules and limits—you can’t, for instance, violate the law of

gravity—there are thousands of ways to apply the basic skills in

picking your way up any given rock face; it’s more of a freelance

thing. Game sports are competitive: it’s you against the opponent.

Adventure sports are you against the task; against nature; against

your own physical and mental limits.

“Riding a bike through a city,” the musician and artist David

Byrne wrote in his book Bicycle Diaries, “is like navigating the col-

lective neural pathways of some vast global mind.” Biking, he added,

“facilitates a state of mind that allows some but not too much of

the unconscious to bubble up. As someone who believes that much
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of the source of his work and creativity is to be gleaned from those

bubbles, it’s a reliable place to find that connection.”18

I agree. My sport of choice is bicycling, too, more specifically,

touring on a skinny-tired road bike. Summer evenings are a delight,

because they give me a couple of hours’ daylight after work to put

on my helmet, head for the hills, and ride until dusk. Bicycling is

multidimensional. A long ride combines physical exertion and

challenge, release, exploration, and communion with nature. As

you focus on pedaling you get into a rhythm and flow, losing track

of whatever was on your mind, dumping the garbage. The mind’s

shelves are cleared for restocking while the body, the crucial infra-

structure that sustains the mind, is reinvigorated. Sensory inputs

are exquisite, for without the speed and roar of a motorized vehicle,

you can really see and hear the world. Because you’re breathing

deeply, you can smell the world—damp earth in the countryside,

fresh leaves and grass. There is also the “I’m doing it” factor: the

joy of moving as fast as it is possible for a human to move under

his or her own power, upward of 30 mph on level ground, 50-plus

downhill; the satisfaction when you conquer a hill. Think, too, of

the nature of the act of powering a bicycle. The up-and-down

pumping of the legs, translated into the smooth rotation of the

wheels, is very similar to the mesmerizing, almost mystical mech-

anism by which our beloved internal-combustion engine works:

the explosive, up-and-down motion of the pistons flowing out

through the crankshaft as rotary power. Except on a bicycle, it’s

you making it and feeling it happen. Certainly, motorcycles offer

thrills of their own. To sit astride a motorcycle and control the pow-

erful engine between your legs can be gratifying, I’m sure. But to

climb onto a bicycle and be the engine is a fundamentally trans-

forming experience—a creative experience.

The fact that the demographics of my sport are almost obscenely

skewed has not escaped me. Nearly every rider I meet on my jour-
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neys is a graduate student, professor, transplant surgeon, corporate

lawyer, engineer, entrepreneur, or something similar. Why is the

sport so Creative Class? It can’t be the expense. Although some bikes,

like my titanium model, are undoubtedly pricey, an adequate ma-

chine can be had for much less. Bicycles cost little to maintain and

nothing to ride. They are far less expensive than motorcycles. When

my team at the Martin Prosperity Institute ran the numbers on the

metros that had the highest shares of bike commuters in 2010, Cre-

ative Class communities came out on top. The top five were Eugene,

Oregon; Fort Collins, Colorado; Missoula, Boulder, and Santa Bar-

bara. College towns like Gainesville, Florida; State College, Penn-

sylvania;  Santa Cruz, Madison, Champaign-Urbana, and Iowa City

all ranked high as well. Our statistical analysis showed that metros

with more bike commuters were more affluent, more educated,

and more diverse than most communities, with higher shares of

the Creative Class.

Taking It to the Street

For more than a century, the mark of a cultured city in the United

States has been the presence of a major art museum plus an

“SOB”—the high-art triumvirate of symphony orchestra, opera

company, and ballet company. In many cities recently, museums

and the SOB have fallen on hard times. Attendance figures have

declined, donations have dried up, and audiences are aging: too

many gray heads, not enough purple ones. Consultants have de-

scended to identify the problems and offer solutions. One problem

is static repertoire. In a museum, for instance, the permanent col-

lection is, well, permanent: it just hangs there. A typical solution is

to bring in more packaged traveling exhibits, preferably interactive

multimedia exhibits, with lots of bells and whistles. Premiers serve
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the same function in the SOB, but there aren’t a lot of new sym-

phonies, operas, and ballets being composed, and fewer still are

being performed, because it is so expensive to stage them. One so-

lution is to augment the experience. Instead of a night at the sym-

phony, have a Singles Night at the Symphony. Sometimes orchestras

bring in offbeat guest performers—a jazz or pop soloist, say, or a

comedian for the kids. Or musicians are sent out to play in exotic

locales—the symphony in the park, a chamber group at an art gallery,

the symphony playing Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture at the Fourth

of July fireworks. All this is reminiscent of the efforts of old-line

churches to fill seats by augmenting the experience—how about a

guitar and drum set with the organ?—or what many professional

sports teams do to attract fans to their stadiums: bring in cute mas-

cots, sexy cheerleaders, and exploding scoreboards.

Most of these efforts are wasted on the Creative Class, whose

members are more drawn to organic and indigenous street-level

culture,19 which is typically found not in large venues like New York

City’s Lincoln Center or in designated cultural districts like the

museum district in Washington, DC, but in multiuse urban neigh-

borhoods. The neighborhood can be upscale like DC’s Georgetown

or Boston’s Back Bay, or reviving-downscale, like DC’s U and H

Street Corridors, Brooklyn’s Williamsburg, Toronto’s West Queen

West neighborhood, or Pittsburgh’s Lawrenceville. Either way, it

grows organically from its surroundings, and a sizable number of

the creators and patrons of the culture live close by. This is what

makes it indigenous. Much of it is native and of-the-moment, rather

than art imported from another century for audiences imported

from the suburbs. Certainly, people may come from outside the

neighborhood to partake of the culture, and they will undoubtedly

find things that are foreign in origin or influence, such as German

films or Senegalese music. But they come with a sense that they are

entering a cultural community, not just attending an event. I think
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this is a key part of the form’s creative appeal. You might not paint,

write, or play music yourself, but if you are at an art-show opening

or in a nightspot where you can mingle and talk with artists and afi-

cionados, you might be more creatively stimulated than if you merely

walked into a museum or concert hall, were handed a program, and

proceeded to spectate. The people in my focus groups and interviews

said they prefer street-level culture partly because it gives them a

chance to experience the creators along with their creations.

The culture is called street level because it tends to cluster along

certain streets lined with a multitude of small venues. These may

include coffee shops, restaurants, and bars, some of which offer

performances or exhibits along with food and drink; art galleries;

bookstores and other stores; small to mid-sized theaters for film

or live performance, or both; and various hybrid spaces—like a

bookstore-tearoom-little theater or gallery-studio-live music

space—often in storefronts or old buildings converted from other

purposes. The scene may spill out onto the sidewalks, with dining

tables, musicians, vendors, panhandlers, performers, and plenty of

passersby at all hours of the day and night. This kind of “scene of

scenes” where music, art, film, and nightlife scenes interact and

overlap provides a key source of visual and aural energy.

In his book Clubbing, Ben Malbon provides a vivid description

of the late-night street scene in London’s Soho, drawn directly from

his research diary:

We stumble out of the club at around 3-ish—Soho is packed with people,

crowding pavements and roads, looking and laughing—everyone appears

happy. Some are in groups, bustling their way along noisily—others are

alone, silent and walking purposefully on their way. . . . Cars crawl down

narrow streets which are already impossibly full of cars, Vespas, people,

thronging crowds. This wasn’t “late night” for Soho—the night had hardly

started.20
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It is not just a scene but many. For the young people Malbon

studied, the actual visit to a dance club was only a part of the ex-

perience. He describes, in detail, the lengthy and intricate processes

of clubbers debating where and when to go, laying out clothes for

the event, and discussing and creating histories of their experiences

afterward. Malbon admits that he spent “150 nights out” researching

the book, and as he puts it, “many of these were the best nights out

I have had.”

Which is not to say that members of the Creative Class avoid the

high arts. Many also visit the big-ticket, high-art cultural venues,

at least occasionally, as well as consume mass-market culture like

Hollywood movies and rock or pop concerts. But street-level culture

is a must. Consider just the practical reasons for this. Big-ticket,

high-art events are strictly scheduled on a limited number of

evenings, whereas the street-level scene is fluid and ongoing. As a

large number of my interview subjects have told me, this is a big

benefit for creative types who may work late and not be free until

9:00 or 10:00 PM, or work through the weekend and want to go out

Monday night. Moreover, creative workers with busy schedules

want to use their cultural time efficiently. Attending a large-venue

event, be it a symphony concert or a professional basketball game,

is a single, one-dimensional experience that consumes a lot of recre-

ational resources: it is expensive and takes a big chunk of time. Vis-

iting a street-level scene puts you in the middle of a smorgasbord;

you can easily do several things in one excursion. The street scene

also allows you to modulate the level and intensity of your experi-

ence. You can do active, high-energy things—immerse yourself in

the bustle of the sidewalks or head into an energized club and dance

until dawn—or find a cozy café to drink some espresso, a bar where

you can listen to live jazz while sipping a brandy, or retreat into a

bookstore where it is quiet.

Consider, too, the nature of the street-level smorgasbord’s offer-

ings. In culture as in business, the most radical and interesting stuff
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tends to start in garages and small rooms. Smaller independent

venues offer a dense spectrum of musical genres from blues, R&B,

country, rockabilly, world music, and their various hybrids to elec-

tronic music—techno and deep house, trance and drum and bass.

Nor is everything new. The street-level scene is often the best place

to find seldom-performed or little-known works of the past. On

one block you might find a little theater showing a new production

of an Elizabethan revenge drama; a gallery specializing in historic

photography; a local folk-rock group performing old American

political songs; and a street musician who plays violin repertoire

that you won’t hear on the classical radio programs that endlessly

recycle the symphonic equivalent of the Top Forty.

The street scene is eclectic. This is another part of its appeal. Con-

sider that eclecticism is also a strong theme within many of today’s

art forms. Think of DJs in Harlem nightclubs of the 1970s who

started the technique known as sampling—or GirlTalk today,

whose songs are mash ups and remixes of other people’s songs,

sometimes as many as a dozen at a time. Think of the proliferation

of hyphenated music genres like Afro-Celtic, Balkan-Jazz, and

Hip-Hop-Klezmer. Think of Warhol and Robert Rauschenberg de-

cades ago and Shepard Fairey of the Obama “Hope” poster fame

today, whose works appropriate images from news photos, comic

strips, food packages, wherever. Eclectic scavenging for creativity

is not new. Picasso borrowed from African art as well as Greco-

Roman classical forms; rock-and-roll pioneers melded blues and

R&B and country; and one could argue that the literary DJ who

really pioneered sampling was T. S. Eliot in The Waste Land, a poem

built largely by stringing together quotations and allusions from

every corner of the world’s literature. Today, however, eclecticism is

rampant and spreading to a degree that seems unprecedented—

and a taste for it is a social marker that can usually be counted on

to distinguish a Creative Class person. Cultural intermixing, when

done right, can be a powerful creative stimulus.
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Street-level culture is social and interactive. In addition to the

music or art that is on offer, one can meet people, hang out and

talk, or just sit back to watch tonight’s episodes of the human com-

edy. To many, the social milieu is the street’s main attraction. If

that sounds a bit vapid and superficial, sometimes it is. This is not

high art; it admits amateurs. You don’t hang out in a sidewalk

café to experience the rarified, exquisitely crafted intensity of

Beethoven’s late string quartets. For some people, hitting the street-

level cultural scene devolves into little more than cruising the singles

scene. But even if experiencing culture is truly your goal, you are

inevitably going to pick up a lot of chaff along with it. You run the

risk of becoming chaff yourself: a dilettante, a poseur, a gallery

gadfly, a coffee-shop talker.

Then again, people watching can be stimulating. As Andy Warhol

liked to say, he didn’t go to restaurants just to eat. Take the expe-

rience of strolling through a good street scene in, say, New York,

or the city of your choice. The first thing that strikes you is the

sheer visual variety of the people. Many ethnic groups are present,

of course, in various ages, conditions, and sizes, and this alone is

thought provoking. You might find yourself meditating on the 

history of our species—the many so-called races of humans, and how

they came to grow apart as they spread across the globe, and 

how they endlessly intermix. You may find yourself brooding

about your own history—how you were once as young as that one,

and may someday be as old as that one, and are liable to look like

that one if you don’t mend your wicked ways. And then, if it is a

proper street scene, there will be many people of exotic appearance:

foreigners in long skirts and bright robes; young people with hair

in colors and configurations that bend the laws of physics, at least

Newtonian physics; people dressed as cowboys, Goths, Victorians,

hippies—you get the picture. For many people, the experience of

this picture is exhilarating, liberating, similar to the thrill of a costume

party or carnival, when people literally put on new identities—
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including masks that obliterate or alter the social masks they nor-

mally wear—and there is a delicious sense of adventure in the air.

One has an awareness of the possibilities of life.

I would go so far as to say that this kind of experience is essential

to the creative process. We humans are not godlike; we cannot create

out of nothing. Creativity for us is an act of synthesis, and in order

to create and synthesize, we need the stimuli of new experiences—

bits and pieces to put together in new and unfamiliar ways, existing

frameworks to deconstruct and transcend. I also feel it is inherent

to the creative mind-set to want to maximize choices and options,

to be always on the lookout for new ones, because in the game that

Einstein called combinatory play, this increases your chances of

coming up with novel combinations. As more people earn their

keep by creating, the more these aspects of experience are likely to

be highly valued and just plain necessary.

And finally there’s this: the very eclecticism of scenes provides a

means of both attracting and bridging diverse communities. A fas-

cinating paper by Joseph Yi and Daniel Silver, entitled “God, Yoga,

and Karate: Local Pathways to Diversity,” draws on zip-code-level

research across 40,000 localities to show how scenes and amenities

can provide “spaces where people from across societal cleavages can

find common pleasures and opportunities to take into account the

other as more than an abstraction or stereotype.”21 A karate dojo, for

example, as Silver noted in his personal communication to me, can

bridge black and white, New Age and Christian communities; at-

tending sporting events or shopping at discount superstores can have

similar, though cruder and more superficial, effects as well.

Pitfalls of the Experiential World

There is much that seems good about the constant quest for expe-

rience. It is an energetic and productive way to live. It can even be
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a more humane and benevolent way to live. The emphasis on ac-

tive, participatory recreation seems healthy physically and psy-

chologically, as well as more satisfying than the thin diet of the

TV junkie. Done properly, it should lead to good experiences all

around. So where are the pitfalls? Where exactly does the insidi-

ousness come in?

First, experiences can be packaged and sold. Commodified ex-

perience is often perceived to be—and often is—inauthentic. As

Thomas Frank and others have noted, the commercialization of

experience can empty it of its original creative content.22 Retailers

from H&M and AllSaints Spitalfields to Prada do this with clothes.

They try to create brand recognition around experience and, in

doing so, sell you experience as brand: just wearing the clothes sup-

posedly makes you cool and with it. Or, to paraphrase what nu-

merous Creative Class people have told me: “You can’t just enjoy

a ballgame; you have to go to a ‘state-of-the-art’ $500 million sta-

dium for a multimedia circus that distracts you from the very game

you paid to see.” Many Creative Class people thus tend to shun

the heavily packaged commercial venues they call “generica”—the

chain restaurants and nightclubs, the stadiums with bells and

whistles—or they patronize them but with a conscious sense of

irony and camp, as in the obligatory trip to a business conference

in Las Vegas. They prefer more authentic, indigenous, or organic

venues that offer a wide range of options, places where they can

have a hand in creating them.

But it can be a struggle to find such venues, because generica has

a way of creeping in everywhere. Music clubs that used to be dy-

namic, street-level places to enjoy real music are more and more

being replaced by late-night versions of those multimedia circuses.

Not only do you immerse yourself in booming music, but you get

digital lighting, smoke machines, and water sprinklers activated in

concert with peaks in the music—everything you need to be hot
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and cool. Some such clubs have even become chains. What began

as an organic development from the street has become a Disney-

land facsimile of itself—safe, secure, and predictable—trafficking

not in a series of unique experiences but in the same generic ex-

perience night after night. There are deeper concerns as well.

“Clubbers distinguish themselves from others through their tastes

in clothing, music, dancing techniques, clubbing genre and so

on,” notes Malbon. “These tastes are trained and refined, and

constantly monitored not only in order to distinguish oneself

from another, but also in identifying with those that share one’s

distinctive styles and preferences.”23 In all of these ways they are,

he says, constructing identities. Not to be too judgmental here, but

one could well say that Malbon’s clubbers sound like little more

than trendy sheep. Others have made much the same point about

the uniform look of the hipster. If the goal is to construct an iden-

tity or discover an identity, there are other, better ways to do it.

Neighborhoods do it, too. In many ways, when people select a

neighborhood they are selecting a way of life and reinforcing their

own identify.

Using the market to try to satisfy the craving for experience can

turn weirdly self-contradictory in many ways. Writing in the Wall

Street Journal, columnist Kara Swisher chronicled the thousands

of dollars she spent outfitting her “fantasy kitchen,” the equiva-

lent of “about 1,000 takeout meals or at least 600 outings at pretty

good restaurants.”24 The point is that all those pricey appliances

and cookware are no longer appliances and cookware in the tra-

ditional utilitarian sense. They are there to provide experiences—

the visual experience of looking at them, the status experience of

owning them, and the active experience of cooking “like a profes-

sional” on those infrequent occasions when we actually do use

them to whip up a dinner that mixes Pan-Asian, Italian, and home-

grown influences. 
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In short, if we crave experiences, we will be sold experiences,

and in the process we may find ourselves buying a bill of goods.

The final pitfall is that in the attempt to avoid packaged-and-sold

experiences, we may pack our lives so full that we overdo it. While

we scorn the couch potatoes hooked on TV, the desire for constant

stimulation and experiences can come close to an addiction itself.

But no way of life is perfect, and the trend is inexorable. And when

all is said and done, the experiential life is much more than a pas-

tiche of recreational fads and marketing gimmicks. As I’ve shown,

it is a product of the rising creative ethos—which, as I will argue

in the next chapter, was born from a deep cultural fusion.
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C H A P T E R  9

The Big Morph

O ne blustery winter day in 2001, I boarded a plane in Pitts-

burgh and emerged a couple of hours later into warm south-

western air. I was in Austin, Texas, one of the country’s

leading creative centers, where, I would soon learn, more than the

weather was different. I was there to speak about economic devel-

opment at the Austin 360 Summit, an annual conference of local

business and civic leaders. I had been to many such meetings in

other cities, not to mention countless professional conventions and

meetings of US mayors and governors. But the Austin 360 Summit

was not like any of them.

Typically, this sort of meeting is held at the city’s most lavish

hotel or perhaps amid the classic Greek columns and Beaux Arts

splendor of an important civic landmark. Here we gathered at the

funky, folksy Austin Music Hall. Usually at such a conference, you

check the agenda for the keynote speakers if you want to hear some-

one important. Here, Michael Dell, founder and chair of Dell Com-

puters, was just one of many participants in a panel discussion. Of

course, he didn’t wear a tie, nor did anyone else. If you wanted to

interrupt him with a question or comment in midspeech you went

right ahead. All the trappings of status and privilege had been left

at home.
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The usual drill at a convention is to endure a long day of stuffy

presentations and working-group sessions, then head out to the

local nightspots and cut loose. At the Austin 360 Summit work and

play went together all day long. When we filed into the noisy main

meeting room in the morning, we were issued plastic Wiffle balls.

If you didn’t like what a speaker was saying, you could pelt him

with one. The lunchtime keynote speech on the first day—typically

delivered by a gray-headed pillar of the community—was a satiric

monologue by the performance artist Steve Tomlinson, who ap-

peared only because Sandra Bullock, originally scheduled, was on

location making a film. A rock band performed during the interludes

between conference sessions, and this wasn’t the kind of watered-

down, easy-listening rock band you sometimes hear at business

functions. This was an excellent, hard-driving band, guys with real

chops. Austin, after all, is the music capital of the Southwest.

After a half-day of this, it was my turn. I was the moderator of a

panel of CEOs and venture-capital types, and the question I wanted

them to address was one that I believed to be central to the region’s

future economic development: “Is Austin losing its soul?” I had

gotten the idea from my cab driver on the way in from the airport,

who worried that the crush of high-tech industry and people were

threatening to drive out the ethnic and cultural diversity that had

fueled Austin’s creativity to begin with. After some predictable

back-and-forth among the panelists about their investments in the

music and cultural scene, I used the moderator’s prerogative to in-

terject. “Creativity is multidimensional,” I boomed. “It’s not some-

thing you can keep in a box and trot out at work. You can’t have

high-tech innovation without art and music. All forms of creativity

feed off each other”—and so on. Then a sudden inspiration struck

me. “If you really want to know how important this is,” I said, “don’t

ask your fellow high-tech CEOs or the mayor or the head of the

Chamber of Commerce. Ask the guys in the band!” I gestured
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grandly to the musicians seated at the edge of the stage, who looked

like the members of Conan O’Brien’s late-night ensemble. Then

one of the panelists clued me in. The guys in the band, now grinning

broadly at me, were not local grungers. All of them were high-tech

CEOs and venture capitalists themselves. It was as if Jack Welch,

George Soros, and Warren Buffett had gotten down and jammed

for the crowd at Davos.

When the old markers that distinguish one type of person from

another begin to fade and blur, it is a clear sign that profound social

change is afoot. Although the blending of bourgeois and bohemian,

highbrow and lowbrow, alternative and mainstream, work and play

cuts across many aspects of our life and culture, the change hasn’t

been dramatic or sudden enough to be labeled a revolution. It is

not a Big Bang but a Big Morph, an evolutionary process that flow-

ered first and strongest in certain enclaves and is now gradually fil-

tering through the rest of society. It is also a dialectical process,

with major elements of society either fighting the shifts or at least

passively resisting them. The Big Morph is not merely cultural and

recreational. It originates from work and the workplace and moves

outward from them to inform new cultural forms and lifestyles.

This is what makes it so powerful. Changes in taste and lifestyle

that at first glance seem superficial and unrelated are in fact rooted

in a deeper economic change.

At the heart of the Big Morph is a new resolution of the centuries-

old tension between two value systems: the Protestant work ethic

and the bohemian ethic. Many observers have noted the clashing

of these two systems, and some, most notably David Brooks, have

commented on their blending.

The Protestant work ethic supposes that meaning is to be found

in hard work. We are put here to serve others and we serve them

by making ourselves productive and useful. It is our duty to work.

And it is from this—inexorably, but almost incidentally, as a side
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effect—that flow the personal rewards that mark us as worthy. Writ-

ing at the turn of the twentieth century, the great German sociol-

ogist Max Weber called this ethic the very “spirit of capitalism.”1

The Protestant work ethic demanded a great deal of conscious struc-

turing and budgeting—managing one’s time, practicing thrift, de-

ferring gratifications, and so forth. It was traditionally pursued

within the structure of institutions, like the large corporations that

grew economically and socially dominant in the late 1800s and

that continued to dominate until the late twentieth century. Thus

this ethic became an organizational and social ideology. One is

productive and efficient so that the organization can be productive

and efficient. As such, this ethic is essentially mainstream and

conformist. One accepts the existing social structure as the way

things are. As Paul admonished the early Christians, one obeys

the secular authorities and observes the laws of the land—one

does one’s duty.2

The bohemian ethic is more hedonistic. It says that value is to be

found in pleasure and happiness—not necessarily in gross indulgence

or gluttonous excess, but in experiencing and appreciating what life

has to offer. The bohemian ethic has its own form of discipline, which

is largely aesthetic. In his classic but too-little-read book Bohemian

Versus Bourgeois, the cultural historian Cesar Graña notes that

Charles Baudelaire “gave his praises to cats because they appeared

to him as the very embodiment of well-managed voluptuousness.”3

The bohemian ethic has its spiritual and sociopolitical dimensions,

too. On these fronts, it tends to be intuitive rather than logical, and

individualistic rather than conformist. In the cosmology of the En-

glish poet William Blake, the “dark Satanic mills” of the early Indus-

trial Revolution were not just England’s smoke-belching factories.

They also evoked the mills of cold logic and clockwork materialism—

the mental grindstones that ground men’s souls to dust. In Blake’s

eyes they could only be countered by unleashing the “Poetic Genius”

160 T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S



that lay divinely planted in every human breast. Over time, as writers

and artists since Blake carried this theme forward, the bohemian ethic

came to signify everything that the Protestant work ethic was not.

Conservative scholars worried long and loud about the experi-

ential, bohemian culture that washed across America in the 1960s.

Some feared that the Protestant work ethic had undermined itself

by succeeding too well—bathing us in such a flood of material goods

and leisure that we were turning soft. Salvos were fired from the

bohemian side as well. In the patois of Rastafarian reggae musicians,

the Satanic world of offices and factories was “Babylon”—the great

whore that must someday fall.

The so-called culture wars did not begin in the twentieth century,

however. Almost since the time of its emergence, industrial society

has been a house divided.

The Great Divide

In Karl Marx’s seminal analysis, capitalist society was the battle-

ground for a war between two great classes, the bourgeoisie and

the proletariat. The bourgeoisie were the true, literal capitalists who

owned and controlled the means of production. The proletarians

were the mostly poorer majority, who lived by selling their labor.

Marx’s sympathies, of course, lay with the proletariat, but his salient

point for our purpose is this: The mainspring driving the course of

modern history and shaping modern society was the ongoing ten-

sion between these two classes—and that tension was almost en-

tirely caused by economic matters. Later cultural and social theorists

believed that Marx had neglected the cultural dimensions of the

struggle. Some of his disciples, from Georg Lukács and Antonio

Gramsci to the members of the Frankfurt School, tried to construct

a theory that dealt sufficiently with culture.4
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Others, meanwhile, identified a second divide coinciding with

the rise of capitalism—the divide between the bourgeoisie and

the bohemians. Graña argues that this conflict came to life after the

French Revolution. The toppling of the aristocracy frightened writ-

ers, artists, and intellectuals, who had, after all, depended on the

aristocrats as their patrons. The new capitalist bourgeoisie were

more concerned with amassing wealth than with advancing the arts

or becoming culturally literate. They had brought to power with

them the businesslike grinding of the Protestant ethic, combined

with the gross materialistic tastes of what Thorstein Veblen would

later dub “conspicuous consumption.” In response, according to

Graña, the self-styled bohemians of France in the early to mid-1800s

created an ideology that valorized the aesthetic, challenged tradi-

tional social values, and espoused a distaste for material things. It

was a powerful and enduring brew—and a direct assault on the

bourgeois weltanschauung. Graña, who, by the way, was quite crit-

ical of bohemianism, noted, “The industrious man who shouldered

his way into the leadership of modern society threatened all three

ideals of intellectual aristocracy—the heroic, the formal, and the

introspective.” And he added, “By making new and unexpected de-

mands on human vitality, modern pragmatism was also likely to

undermine man’s total sensitivity, his emotional free play, and that

capacity for physical pleasure which in the past had represented a

means both of biological and of aesthetic fulfillment.”5

In the bohemian subculture of Paris—and in its later American

counterpart, the café society of Greenwich Village that sprang up

in the early 1900s—Marxists, anarchists, and labor radicals rubbed

shoulders with artists and writers.6 All of them had a common ad-

versary, the bourgeois juggernaut. But in Graña’s view, the essence

of bohemianism was apolitical. The real enemy was not the op-

pressive capitalist economic order but the prevailing culture’s sup-

pression of key elements of the human spirit. Near the end of his
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book, Graña notes that the twentieth-century poet and novelist 

D. H. Lawrence was equally disenchanted with Western-style cap-

italism and Russian-style communism: “Lawrence,” he writes, “said

that all of modern society was ‘a steady sort of Bolshevism; just

killing the human thing and worshiping the mechanical thing.’”7

The bohemians not only valued creativity but were responsible

for a vast and substantial outpouring of it: paintings in a succession

of new styles, which saw the world in radically different ways, and

a flood tide of novels and poetry depicting the struggles of modern

men and women in their search for identity, love, and meaning—

from Madame Bovary to J. Alfred Prufrock, Lady Chatterley, and

Dean Moriarty.

Bewailers of Bohemianism

A far-seeing thinker who influenced my own thinking in powerful

ways, Daniel Bell liked to describe himself as a social conservative

and an economic liberal. His book The Coming of Post-Industrial

Society put a label on our times that has stuck to the present day.8

He wrote in another of his books, The Cultural Contradictions of

Capitalism, “Modern culture is defined by this extraordinary free-

dom to ransack the world storehouse and to engorge any and every

style it comes upon. Such freedom comes from the fact that the

axial principle of modern culture is the expression and remaking

of the ‘self ’ in order to achieve self-realization and self-fulfillment.”9

Note that he put the word “self ” in ironic quotation marks. Not

only were our modern-day bohemians narcissistic,10 according to

Bell, they were also childish and unoriginal; he dubbed their

lifestyle “pop hedonism” and said the counterculture amounted

to little more than a “children’s crusade.” Worse yet, he added,

capitalism had brought this upon itself. “In brief not work but the
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‘life style’ became the source of satisfaction and the criterion for

desirable behavior,” he wrote. “What has happened in society in

the last fifty years—as a result of the erosion of the religious ethic

and the increase in discretionary income—is that culture has taken

the initiative in promoting change, and the economy has been geared

to meeting these new wants.”11

But is that necessarily a bad thing? Isn’t a free-market economy

supposed to be geared to meeting our wants? It’s bad, says Bell, because

the economy is what supports all the other activity, and the economy

will not work well if its ethical bedrock is undermined: “When the

Protestant ethic was sundered from bourgeois society, only the he-

donism remained, and the capitalist system lost its transcendental

ethic,” he noted. “The cultural, if not moral, justification of capitalism

has become hedonism, the idea of pleasure as a way of life.”12

The great error in this line of thinking is that it persists in see-

ing work and life, or the economy and the culture, as separate

spheres with distinct value systems that should be allowed to in-

teract only in certain prescribed ways. David Brooks recognized

the emerging synthesis between these two spheres and chronicled

their melding into a distinct new class. In his book Bobos in Par-

adise, he even gave its avatars a catchy handle—Bobos—short for

bourgeoisie-bohemians.13 “It used to be pretty easy to distinguish

between the bourgeois world of capitalism and the bohemian

counter culture,” he wrote. “The bourgeois worked for corporations,

wore gray and went to church. The bohemians were artists and in-

tellectuals. Bohemians championed the values of the liberated 1960s;

the bourgeois were the enterprising yuppies of the 1980s. But now

the bohemian and the bourgeois are all mixed up. It is hard to tell

an espresso-sipping professor from a cappuccino-gulping banker.”14

Brooks traces the rise of the meritocratic ethic and diversity in

the new Bobo world and describes how student populations on Ivy

League campuses changed after World War II, from predominately
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upper-class WASPs to a mix of ethnicities and economic back-

grounds. Much of the book, however, is not sociology so much as

it is satire. Brooks takes us on a detailed tour of the lifestyles and

consumption habits of this curious new class. Bobos buy food at

upscale grocery stores like Whole Foods, furnish their homes at

Pottery Barn and Restoration Hardware, and wear clothing from

Banana Republic and J. Crew, or if they are a little edgier or a little

more affluent, perhaps Gucci or Helmut Lang.

Although his observations of their visible quirks and affectations

are acute and witty, Brooks neglects the deep economic shifts that

shaped his Bobos and made them possible. In his portrayal, they

are mostly aging baby boomers—bourgeoisie in bohemian clothing.

When he does follow them to work, he fastens mostly on the trap-

pings of the new workplace, missing the ways in which the content

and meaning of work has become fundamentally different to the

people at the heart of this synthesis. But even if he fails to recognize

it himself, he has put his finger on something that runs far deeper

than the lifestyle trends he so adeptly lampoons.

In “The Organization Kid,”15 an April 2001 article in The Atlantic,

Brooks added a grim coda to Bobos in Paradise. To see what kinds

of children the Bobos had been rearing, he visited students at

Princeton and found them to be grimly workaholic, obsessively ca-

reer conscious, and deferential to any authority that will help them

get ahead—a reversion to Whyte’s organization man of the 1950s.

His message is subtle but unmistakeable: the crazy 1960s are over;

it’s back to business as usual. The only difference is that these kids

are deader inside than their businessmen grandparents ever were.

Not only don’t they have much fun, they have no uplifting sense

of purpose or higher calling; they are driven by personal achieve-

ment merely for its own sake—or more precisely, for their own

sake. These kids, writes Brooks, are “missing [the] conceptions of

character and virtue”; they’ve been reared in “a country that has
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lost, in its frenetic seeking after happiness and success, the language

of sin and character-building.”16 The sole legacy of the 1960s was

not only transitory and skin deep, but profoundly destructive.

I can’t imagine how Brooks came to such conclusions. Perhaps

he didn’t stay up late enough to see what Princeton students do after

people their parents’ ages have gone to bed. He should have looked

at my students. They work hard, but they also play hard. And they

do not see any conflict between organization, discipline, and 

pleasure—all of which reflect one element or another of the creative

ethos. Or perhaps the problem is that Brooks, in the same fusty spirit

as Daniel Bell before him, is intent on drilling home the saw that

the bohemianism of the 1960s was an adopted child that never

amounted to much—and one that we should never have taken into

our house.17

Co-Opting Cool

Critics at the liberal end of the spectrum, ironically, have also found

the bohemian-bourgeois synthesis to be soul destroying, but in a

different way. “Hip is how business understands itself,” writes the

political and cultural critic Thomas Frank, suggesting that the rise

of new alternative cultures is just another feature of capitalism.

There is no counterculture anymore—if there ever really was.18

In Frank’s baleful view, the word counterculture is itself a mis-

nomer. The counterculture was—and is—just popular culture, and

popular culture is a ticket to sell things. In his best-selling books

One Market Under God and The Commodification of Cool, Frank

dolefully chronicled capitalism’s co-optation of counterculture

symbols in an onslaught of hip new products and advertising

themes that target consumers who want to associate themselves

with youth and alternative culture.19
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The trends Frank described have continued apace over the past

decade. The music of Nick Drake, for example, an underground

jazz-rock cult hero, has been co-opted to sell Volkswagens. Gen-

erations of edgy new musicians, from 1960s bands to punks to reg-

gae and hip-hop artists, have had their creative integrity

compromised and their hard-edged political messages blunted by

major labels that turned them into mass-market commodities—a

new kind of Muzak that’s played in workplaces to make people feel

alternative and even subversive, when all that they’re really doing

is grinding away at a desk in Babylon.

But the liberal scolds are just as off-key as the conservatives. Mil-

lions of people would never have gotten to hear any number of fine

musicians, either recorded or in concert, had they not been mass

marketed. And let’s not forget that many of these musicians want

to be mass-marketed. The hip-hop artists who wear dollar signs on

gold chains around their necks and chant lyrics about money and

fine cars aren’t indulging in poetic irony. They really do want a little

of your cash.

Mass marketing doesn’t necessarily compromise artistic integrity,

either. Bob Dylan first hit it big as a folk and Southern-style blues

balladeer in the traditional vein, armed only with an acoustic guitar

and harmonica. Then came the infamous 1966 concert in Manches-

ter, England, when he took to the stage with an electric guitar and

rock-style backup band. People in the audience were outraged. One

man memorably screamed “Judas!” at the top of his lungs. But

Dylan wasn’t selling out. On the contrary: he had already built a

lucrative global brand on the basis of the traditional style. Not

only was he taking an artistic risk, he was taking a bit of a commer-

cial risk in departing from a proven and still viable formula. In-

deed, the Manchester concert is now regarded as a seminal event

in contemporary music. One critic claims that the torrent of sound

that Dylan and his mates unleashed that night amounted to a
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proto-version of punk rock—“ten years before Johnny Rotten” and

“rather better played.”20

Dylan, of course, went on to experiment again and again, with

forays into the Nashville-style country sound, Christian rock, and

numerous other subgenres. Artistic integrity doesn’t mean doing

only the things you’ve done before. The security that comes from

hitting it big can make it easier for artists to conduct experiments,

to take greater artistic risks. Consider The Beatles and Sergeant Pep-

per; Peter Gabriel’s excursions into Third World music; Sting’s for-

ays into the exotic: none of them would have been widely heard

had they not already been wildly successful.

As for the fear that mass marketing kills the artist’s political mes-

sage: reports of that death have been greatly exaggerated. Although

there are exceptions, of course, most cultural products have little

political content to begin with. Many cultural theorists like to

frame cultural forms such as graffiti and rap as political move-

ments, expressing the voices of the oppressed. This does a disservice

to both politics and art. True political movements, from the civil

rights movement to the grassroots organizing of the right wing, are

serious enterprises, laboriously put together and self-consciously

directed to specific political ends. These movements sometimes

adopt art forms, but they are not generated by them. Meanwhile,

most good graffiti artists and rappers are like good artists of any

kind. They mainly want to hone their skills and express themselves.

They spend a lot of time practicing, as you may know if you live

near any of them. If they can make money in the process, that’s

wonderful.

A final argument, heard from both the right and the left, is that

the mass marketing of alternative culture produces an undesirable

leveling effect, dragging high art down to the gutter and elevating

low or gross art to a stature it doesn’t deserve. This complaint relies

on the always questionable assumption that art comes in “high”
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and “low” varieties to begin with. As the writer John Seabrook ar-

gued a decade ago, it is all really just “NoBrow.”21 In reality, the rise

of the Creative Economy is drawing the spheres of innovation (tech-

nological creativity), business (economic creativity), and culture

(artistic and cultural creativity) into one another, in more intimate

and more powerful combinations than ever.

The Real Legacy of the 1960s

Conservative scholars exulted and liberal scholars lamented when

the fruits of the so-called 1960s revolution seemed to be withering

during the 1980s. Not only were many of the landmark legislative

measures of the era rolled back by the Reagan and Bush adminis-

trations, but its bohemian cultural leaders were fading into obscu-

rity. Timothy Leary had become a sideshow attraction on the lecture

circuit. His former colleague Baba Ram Dass (né Richard Alpert)

was off somewhere chanting at an ashram. Abbie Hoffman and

Richard Brautigan died; Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, Janis Joplin,

and many others were long in their graves. For a brief while, the

old corporate system based on the Protestant work ethic seemed

to be firmly back in the driver’s seat, with the surviving bohemians

of the Woodstock generation relegated to cranking out tribute al-

bums. The barbarians having been beaten back from the gates, we

could all resume business as usual.

It didn’t turn out that way. What happened instead was neither

1960s nor 1980s, neither bourgeois nor bohemian, but the opening

of a path to something new. The great cultural watershed of the

1960s, as it turned out, was not Woodstock, but something that

had evolved at the other end of the continent. It was Silicon Valley.

This place in the very heart of the San Francisco Bay area became

the proving ground for the new ethos of creativity. If work could
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be made more aesthetic and experiential; if it could be spiritual and

useful in the poetic sense rather than in the duty-bound sense; if

the organizational strictures and rigidities of the old system could

be transcended; and if bohemian values like individuality—which

also happens to be a tried-and-true all-American value—could be

brought to the workplace, then we could move beyond the old cat-

egories. And though the Valley itself has now mushroomed into

something quite different than it was, the ethos that it pioneered

has spread and endured, and continues to permeate our society. It

does so because, unlike Woodstock or Haight-Ashbury—and

equally unlike the Beat subculture of the 1950s or the bohemian

café society of Paris, from Baudelaire to Gertrude Stein—it has a

wide and sustainable economic base. It engages the world of work

and the world of life and weaves them together, profoundly chang-

ing both.

The 1960s are too easily stereotyped. They were not simple times,

nor was what happened then merely a generational phenomenon.

Many diverse movements and schools of thought—some of which

had been building for decades and were spearheaded by people a

lot older than the baby boomers, such as Martin Luther King Jr.

and Betty Friedan—came to the fore during a period of social fer-

ment that actually stretched from the mid-1950s, with the launching

of a serious civil rights movement in the South, well into the 1970s.

One common thread, however, is that few of these movements

sought to fundamentally transform the world of work and eco-

nomics. The civil rights movement and the women’s movement

affected the world of work mainly by crusading for equal workplace

rights and treatment for certain groups of people. Ringing speeches

often called for a fundamental transformation of the economic sys-

tem, but this never quite made it to the top of the practical agenda.

Similarly, the peace movement assailed the “military–industrial

complex” that former president Dwight Eisenhower had famously
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warned of, but mainly aimed to lessen its influence, not to change

the system fundamentally. Pure socialism never gained much of a

foothold in the United States, even in the years of the Great De-

pression. And though it eventually proved quite successful in push-

ing its agenda, organized labor concerned itself mostly with the

balance of power in the workplace. Largely through union efforts

over many decades, rank-and-file working people gained higher

pay, shorter hours, better benefits and working conditions, and

such rights as collective bargaining and the power to contest an in-

dividual firing. But these powers and rights were all within the

framework of the existing economic system.

The bohemian counterculture of the San Francisco Bay Area—

which embraced phenomena as diverse as the Beat poets of the

1950s, the Free Speech Movement at Berkeley in the early 1960s,

and the Summer of Love in 1966—included a wide spectrum of

views on work and economics. Some in the hippie milieu preferred

to opt out of the world of work altogether, perhaps living by their

wits or the generosity of friends or parents. Some sought to rob

“the system,” as described how-to style in Abbie Hoffman’s Steal

This Book. For many, the strategy was to grudgingly coexist with

the system. Get a job, even a haircut if you must; earn the money

you need and do what you have to do, but no more.

There were various attempts to create alternative economic sys-

tems: farm-based communes, often in remote rural areas; urban

experiments like that of the Diggers in San Francisco. Drawing

their name from a seventeenth-century communal experiment in

England, the Diggers promoted the building of a system within the

system, based on a literally “free” market. Money was not to be used,

nor were any barter accounts to be kept. If you worked at the free

clinic, you would give your services without charge, but you could

also take any goods you wanted at the free stores, or have your car

repaired for free, and so forth. With both the need and the incentive
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to make money removed, ideally people would do what they were

truly moved to do—whether by the calling of their own muses or

by a sense of service. The Diggers actually put parts of their system

into effect but never achieved the critical mass to sustain it in the

midst of a larger system running by quite different rules.

And so it was with many other economic experiments of the time.

As interesting as some of them were, they were small and highly

localized. Most folded after a few years; they became footnotes to

the history of the period. Still, some common bohemian themes

that fired the experiments persisted, including a general dislike of

large organizations and bureaucracy. Many so-called 1960s radicals,

like earlier bohemians before them, found the existing capitalist

system to be oppressive and dehumanizing, regardless of how the

balance of power played out. The increase of human happiness

and well-being, they believed, should be the explicit goal of both

work itself and its products—not the incidental side effects of an

invisible hand.

The Bay Area in the late 1960s and 1970s was full of eccentric

technology types from Berkeley and Stanford. The broad valley

south of San Francisco, midway between Haight-Ashbury and hip-

pie havens like Monterey and Big Sur, was a natural gathering point

for many of them. There were already a fair number of firms there

that would hire you without worrying much about your long hair

and jeans, or your weird personal habits and beliefs. The older en-

gineers who populated companies like Hewlett-Packard, Fairchild

Semiconductor, and Intel found it relatively easy to tolerate this

new counterculture breed. Certainly, they were more open to idio-

syncrasies of personal style than their East Coast corporate counter -

parts. The engineering culture tends to be meritocratic—you are

what you produce—and this was, after all, the West Coast, where

previous generations had come to escape the traditional norms of

more established society. And it so happened that just as the
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younger counterculture computer people were infiltrating the Val-

ley, a new dream was emerging. Computers were becoming both

more powerful and more compact and affordable. By the late 1960s,

the massive mainframes had been joined by a new generation of

refrigerator-sized or smaller minicomputers built by companies

like DEC. The next step, said the dream, would be computers that

anyone could own and create with. Most people still considered

this a radical idea, even a silly or pointless one: who would buy such

a thing?

The entrepreneurs who pioneered the personal computer were

farther outside the corporate and cultural mainstream than is com-

monly known. Lee Felsenstein, a prolific inventor and the moderator

of the Valley’s legendary Homebrew Club, where early personal-

computer buffs met, had been a writer for the radical paper The

Berkeley Barb.22 The club’s first meeting occurred in March 1975,

when an anarchic cadre of thirty-two engineers, inventors, tinkerers,

and programmers met in the Palo Alto garage of Frederick Moore—

but only after Moore had spent the earlier part of the evening tack-

ing up peace-activist notices on local bulletin boards and telephone

poles. Homebrew Club members, many with their own tenuously

financed garage firms, traded ideas and designs without worrying

overly much about competitive considerations—a “hacker ethic”

that would persist in the open-source software community and

elsewhere. Many were associated with counterculture ventures

like the People’s Computer Company, a users’ collective that pub-

lished a newspaper. IMSAI, one of the first personal-computer

makers in the Valley, was run by graduates of Werner Erhard’s

est training, a San Francisco–based consciousness-raising and 

personal-improvement program.

When Steven Dompier, a hobbyist hacker, played a rendition of

the Beatles’ “Fool on the Hill” on an Altair computer he had labo-

riously programmed, the members of the Homebrew Club gave
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him a rousing ovation. Early members Paul Allen and Bill Gates

had done some mischief hacking in their teens, exploiting their

ability to find bugs in mainframe systems. Others were phone hack-

ers who tapped into the inner workings of the telephone system in

the 1960s and 1970s. John Draper had earned his nickname “Cap-

tain Crunch” after he discovered that the tone produced by the

whistle prize in the cereal box could unlock AT&T’s long-distance

system. In the old photos reproduced in Paul Freiberger and

Michael Swaine’s book Fire in the Valley: The Making of the Personal

Computer, Steve Jobs and Steven Wozniak look like a couple of

1960s hippie-boppers who had refused to straighten up—which is

exactly what they were. With their jeans and long scraggly hair,

they wouldn’t have made it past the receptionist if they had tried

to raise investment capital in New York, Chicago, or Pittsburgh.

Yet in Silicon Valley, they and others like them found a warm re-

ception. As Donald Valentine, one of the original venture capitalists

behind Apple Computer, told me some years ago, he didn’t care

what Steve Jobs looked like; the guy had an idea worth backing.23

When Wozniak eventually left Apple “to pursue other interests,”

he really did just that—he launched not another high-tech company

but the Woz Music Festival.

What set Silicon Valley apart was not just Stanford University

or the warm climate. It was open to and supportive of the creative,

the different, and the downright weird. The Valley integrated those

who were offbeat; it didn’t ostracize or discourage them. And its

growth can only be understood in relation to the place that was a

focal point of the Sixties Revolution—San Francisco. The same

basic pattern can be found in almost every other high-growth tech-

nology region. Before these regions were high-tech hotspots, they

were places where creativity and eccentricity were accepted and

celebrated. Boston has always had Cambridge. Seattle was the home

of Jimi Hendrix and later Nirvana and Pearl Jam as well as Microsoft
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and Amazon. Austin was home to Willie Nelson and its fabulous

Sixth Street music scene long before Michael Dell ever set foot in

his University of Texas fraternity house. Before Silicon Alley

erupted, New York had Christopher Street, SoHo, and the East Vil-

lage. All of these places were open, diverse, and culturally creative

first. Then they became technologically creative, birthing high-tech

firms and industries.

The tone of the Creative Economy was set. Bohemian values met

the Protestant work ethic head-on, and the two more than survived

the collision. They morphed into a new work ethic—the creative

ethos—steeped in the cultivation of creativity. Everyone from soft-

ware developers to circuit designers could now work as creative

people, coming and going virtually as they pleased, taking breaks

to exercise, working to blaring rock music if they so desired. Em-

ployees at Apple wore T-shirts that read “90 Hours a Week and

Loving It,” and why not? Their work was fun to them, and besides,

they were changing the world.

Not everything stayed as it was in those early days—nothing

ever does. Big firms like IBM and the Valley’s own Hewlett-Packard

belatedly entered the personal-computer market, of course, and

soon made their presence strongly felt. Silicon Valley turned into

a massively congested and high-priced suburban megalopolis.

Nevertheless, the synthesis pioneered in those early days took root

and spread through many elements of our economy and society.

It even gave us a new cultural role model.

Microsoft and Jimi Hendrix

American society has romanticized some of the most unlikely oc-

cupations over the years. In the mid-1800s young men read Two

Years Before the Mast and dreamed of becoming lowly merchant
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seamen. Well into the 1900s, the heroes of thousands upon thou-

sands of books, plays, films, and cigarette ads were those miserable

wage slaves of the Western plains, the cowboys. Other occupations

traditionally have not fared so well. Through long centuries, from

Shylock to Scrooge and Willy Loman, drama and literature have

portrayed the businessman as either hardhearted or heartsick. And

tell me this: how many well-known novels, films, or plays that ap-

peared before, say, 1980, can you think of in which the hero was

an engineer? Even in works of science fiction, the hero typically

was the pilot who flew the spaceship, not the engineer who designed

it. The engineer was kept in the background because he was a geek.

Engineers were useful people, of course, but they were not cool. In

fact, they were the opposite of cool, the very definition of the ab-

sence of cool. They had thick glasses and no sex lives. They told bad

jokes, wore bad clothes, and toted slide rules in holsters. They

worked for businessmen, for heaven’s sake.

Now the picture has been reversed. Jobs, Wozniak, Gates, and

others have inserted the idea of the entrepreneur into the fabric of

popular mythology. They created a powerful new identity that broke

with the old images of the robber baron and the organization man.

They became celebrities in the truest sense of the term. They hobnob

with movie stars, invite rock stars to play at their parties, and appear

on late-night TV talk shows; Jobs’s untimely death inspired some

of the same frantic mourning as Elvis’s, JKF Jr.’s, or Princess Di’s. 

Consider Paul Allen, one of the world’s richest men. Setting aside

his accomplishments at Microsoft, which he cofounded, his real

estate interests, and the sports teams he owns, he has donated mil-

lions to the search for intelligent life in the universe and is the cre-

ator of Seattle’s Experience Music Project, an interactive music

museum designed by Frank Gehry, which was initially created as

a tribute to Seattle native Jimi Hendrix but has now expanded to

encompass genres from jazz and blues to hip-hop.24 Consider the
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implications. Unlike powerful plutocrats of the past, Allen did not

build an opera house or a library or a high-culture museum. He

built a museum that celebrates the art of a man who taunted and

disdained white-collar conservatives; who defied them to point

“their plastic finger at me” and vowed to “wave my freak flag high.”25

Other factors helped change the image of the engineer. A key

early development was the massive infusion of technology into

popular music—a blending of technological and artistic creativity.

Les Paul, a tinkerer and inventor as well as a master musician,

launched the process in the 1940s when he began producing un-

earthly sounds with his revolutionary solid-body electric guitar.

He also pioneered studio techniques such as overdubbing and

multi track recording. Then came inventor-entrepreneurs like

Robert Moog and Raymond Kurzweil with the synthesizer, and

Amar Bose and Henry Kloss with their high-fidelity sound equip-

ment. All became cult figures in the music world. So did the techno-

wizards who put together the light shows for concerts in the 1960s

and worked ever-greater magic with recorded tracks in the studios.

Many of the most famous musicians of the 1960s, from the Beatles

to Hendrix, experimented with new sounds and recording techniques

in state-of-the-art studios built expressly for such experiments.

Another key development, of course, was the growth of comput-

ing. Here was a technology with double-feature appeal to the pop-

ular imagination. The big supercomputers had been perceived as

remote and mysterious, even dangerous, like rockets or H-bombs,

whereas personal computers were ubiquitous and charming, like

TV. But unlike TV, these computers and their software kept chang-

ing and metamorphosing before our eyes, right there on our desks.

And it was maverick engineers who were working the miracles,

members of a new and awesome fellowship of the elect. They wrote

code—a secret language!—and with it, they could do just about

anything: start a company, make art, play games. Better still, you,
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too, could join them. Exactly as in rock music, you could hack away

in your basement or garage with a couple of friends and dream of

hitting it big.

So today we have the engineer as pop-culture hero. The very word

geek, which Webster’s dictionary defines as “a person often of an

intellectual bent who is disliked,” has lost its pejorative connotation,

becoming a term of endearment and status. One of the hottest social

events in Pittsburgh in the late 1990s was a bimonthly Geek Nite,

packing upward of five hundred people into a local microbrewery.

The event began drawing so many hangers-on and groupies, not

to mention headhunters and service providers, that its organizers

created a more exclusive event, Shadow Geek Nite, for the engi-

neers, programmers, and other real geeks who wished to party in

peace. As cyberpunk novels and films like Neuromancer and The

Matrix glamorized cyberculture, computer nerds found their way

into mainstream fiction as well. In Richard Powers’s acclaimed

2000 novel Plowing the Dark, the heroes are Stevie, an ex-poet who

finds the essence of poetry in computer code, and Adie, a disillu-

sioned painter whose passion for art is rekindled when she discovers

computer graphics. Artists become geeks and reconnect with their

artistic creativity through technology: such a plot line would have

been unthinkable just a few years before.26 Jon Katz’s 2000 bestseller

Geeks celebrated the term in its very title.27 More recently, Lisbeth

Salander, the heroine of Stieg Larsson’s best-selling The Girl with

the Dragon Tattoo, is a hacker with a profoundly antisocial but

highly charismatic and sexy personality.

Cultural icons in past eras tended to fall into two general types.

The first was the romantic, rebellious outsider. Included here were

the sailors and cowboys of the 1800s—lowly blue-collar types who

eschewed the common workaday world to roam the wide sea or

the Great Plains—as well as twentieth-century drifters like the char-

acters played by Marlene Dietrich, Humphrey Bogart, and James
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Dean. In real life, these icons were the bohemian artists and writers

themselves, from Edgar Allan Poe and Vincent van Gogh to the

punk rockers: rebels, with or without causes, but questing against

the grain. The other type was the straight-arrow good guy, such as

the young heroes of factory-produced Young Adult series, like the

Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew; many of the movie characters played

by Jimmy Stewart; the Cleaver family on TV’s Leave It to Beaver;

and real-life culture heroes such as Eisenhower. These heroes were

builders and problem solvers: exemplars and upholders of the Pro-

testant ethic, welcome in any living room or boardroom. And then,

in a unique and unprecedented role, came the geek. Neither outsider

nor insider, bohemian nor bourgeois, the geek is simply a techno-

logically creative person.

The New Mainstream

Whether people define themselves as geeks or not, they are coming

to see themselves as having deeply fused identities. This was brought

home to me rather forcefully as I was working on this book, when

I noticed that the Creative Class people I was interviewing, partic-

ularly the younger ones, did not like to be called Bobos—and that

they bridled at the suggestion that they were in any way bohemian.

Many of them hated the word: some urged me to find another one

to use in the book.

At first I thought the problem was that bohemian sounded passé

to them, conjuring up old images of beatniks with bongos or

spaced-out hippies strumming acoustic guitars. Perhaps they

wanted something more up-to-date, from an argot that belonged

to their own generation. But that wasn’t it. They disliked terms like

alternative, too—and thus the real issue became clear. Bohemians

are alienated people, living in the culture but not of it, and these
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people didn’t see themselves that way at all—not even the immigrants

who really were aliens. What they did like, however, was the notion

that in whatever they did, they could be thought to be creative.

Are they cutting-edge? Definitely. On top of it, open to new ideas

and to neglected old ones, too? Yes. Youthfully inventive and at

times youthfully rebellious, walking into a situation and wondering

why it has to be that way? Absolutely. At a fall 2001 meeting in

Providence, Rhode Island, organized to help the city become more

of a Creative Class center, one young man stood up in front of

the city’s leadership and said: “You say you want us here so long

as we don’t cause ‘trouble.’ It’s our very nature to ask tough ques-

tions; so by our very nature, we’re troublemakers.”28 The point is

that these people want to contribute; they want to be heard. They

are not drifters in our midst, nor by any means are they barbarians

at the gates. They see no need to overthrow the established order

when they will soon be joining their older counterparts at events

like the Austin 360 Summit. They will be helping society run, and

run on an even more powerful new work ethic—not on some nitro-

burning strain of pure hedonism or narcissism.

The people we’re seeing today are neither Baudelaire nor Babbitt.

The synthesis that they are living is not just a matter of sticking a

bohemian lifestyle onto an organization-man value set, like a bike

rack on the back of a chrome-bumpered Country Squire station

wagon. The melding has become so deep that the old components

are no longer recognizable; the old categories no longer apply. The

people of the Big Morph see themselves simply as creative people

with creative values, working in increasingly creative workplaces,

living essentially creative lifestyles. And, in this sense, they represent

a new mainstream—and they are setting the norms and pace for

much of society.
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PART  FOUR

COMMUNITY





C H A P T E R  1 0

Place Matters

O ne fine spring day around the turn of the millennium, I

was taking a stroll across the campus of Carnegie Mellon

University when I came upon a table surrounded by young

people, chatting and enjoying the spectacular weather. Several were

wearing identical blue T-shirts with “Trilogy@CMU” printed across

them, Trilogy being an Austin-based software company that often

recruited our top students. I walked over to the table. “Are you guys

here to recruit?” I asked. “No, absolutely not,” they answered, seem-

ing taken aback that I would even ask. “We’re not recruiters. We’re

just hangin’ out, playing a little Frisbee with our friends.” How in-

teresting, I thought. They’ve come all the way from Austin to Pitts-

burgh on a workday, just to hang out with some new friends.

I noticed one member of the group sitting slouched over on the

grass, dressed in a tank top. This young man, an obvious slacker,

had spiked multicolored hair, full-body tattoos, and multiple pierc-

ings in his ears. “So what’s your story?” I asked. “Hey, man,” he an-

swered. “I just signed on with these guys.” As I would later learn,

he had inked the highest-paying deal of any graduating student in

the history of his department, right at that table on the grass, with

the recruiters who do not “recruit,” because, of course, that would
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be pushy and not cool. What a change from my own college days,

when students would put on their dressiest clothes and carefully

hide any counterculture symptoms, in order to show recruiters that

they could fit in. Here, the company was trying to fit in with the stu-

dents. Trilogy had wined and dined this young man over margaritas

in Pittsburgh and flown him to Austin for private parties at hip

nightspots and aboard company boats. When I called the recruiters

to ask why, they answered, “That’s easy. We wanted him because

he’s a rock star.” Moreover, “when big East Coast companies trek

down here to see who is working on their project, we’ll wheel him

out”—blowing the customers’ minds with his skill and coolness.

So it went in the heady days of the dot-com boom. But what

struck me most forcibly at the time was the spectacle of yet another

talented young person leaving Pittsburgh. That was exactly the

problem that had started me on this line of research in the first

place. Pittsburgh was filled with impressive assets, not least of them

Carnegie Mellon where I taught for nearly two decades, one of the

world’s leading centers for information technology research. Close

by is the University of Pittsburgh, with its world-class medical cen-

ter. The city has three major sports franchises, renowned museums

and cultural venues, a spectacular network of urban parks, remark-

able industrial-age architecture, and truly great urban neighbor-

hoods with an abundance of charming yet affordable housing. It

is a friendly city, defined by strong communities and a strong sense

of pride. But the best and brightest products of its universities were

leaving as soon as they graduated.

With all of this whirring in the back of my brain, I asked the

young man with the spiked hair why he was decamping to a smaller

city in the middle of Texas, a place with no sports teams, museums,

or high-art cultural amenities that were comparable to Pittsburgh’s.

The company is excellent, he told me. It has terrific people and the

work is challenging. But this was the clincher: “It’s in Austin!” 
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“Why is that good?” I asked. There are lots of young people, he

explained, and a tremendous amount to do, a thriving music scene,

ethnic and cultural diversity, fabulous outdoor recreation, and great

nightlife. That’s what mattered—not the symphony or the opera,

which he enjoyed but would not feel comfortable attending. What’s

more, Austin was affordable, unlike Silicon Valley, another place

that offered the kind of work he desired. (He was right: at the time,

Austin ranked as the fourth-most-affordable place for information-

technology workers like him. Its pay differential was more than

$18,000 over the San Francisco Bay area when cost-of-living differ-

ences were taken into account.)1

“I can have a life in Austin,” he concluded, not merely a job.

When I asked him about Pittsburgh, where he had chosen to go to

college, he replied that he had lived in the city for four years and

knew it well. Although he had several good offers from Pittsburgh

high-tech firms, the city lacked the lifestyle options, cultural diver-

sity, and tolerant attitude that would make it attractive as a place

to live. As he summed it up, “How would I fit in here?”

He has since gone on to quite a career, with stops at the Savannah

College of Art & Design before heading back to Austin, where he

works for Frog Designs, and founded the nonprofit Austin Center

for Design.

His answer helped me frame the questions that formed the very

heart of his book: How do we decide where to live and work? What

really matters to us in making this kind of life decision? How has

this changed—and why?

Most economists would say that we move in pursuit of jobs and

financial rewards. But jobs are not the whole story. People balance

a host of other considerations when deciding where to work and

live. What we want today is different from what our parents wanted,

and from what many of us once thought we wanted. And though

the young man with the spiked hair and impressive tattoos is not
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representative of everyone in the Creative Class, my research shows

that the kinds of things that he liked about Austin are what many

of his fellow creatives are looking for when they are choosing a

place to live.

Creative people do not move for traditional reasons. The physical

attractions that most cities focus on building—sports stadiums,

freeways, urban malls, and tourism-and-entertainment districts

that resemble theme parks—are irrelevant, insufficient, or actually

unattractive to them. What creatives look for are abundant high-

quality amenities and experiences, an openness to diversity of all

kinds, and above all else the opportunity to validate their identities

as creative people. The communities that creatives are attracted

to do not thrive for traditional economic reasons, such as access

to natural resources or proximity to major transportation routes.

Nor is their economic success tied to tax breaks and other incentives

designed to lure businesses. A big part of their success stems from

the fact that they are places where creative people want to live. This

circumvents the age-old chicken-and-egg problem of what comes

first, jobs or people. The answer is simple: it is not either-or, but

both. Creative centers provide the integrated ecosystem or habitat

where all forms of creativity—artistic and cultural, technological

and economic—can take root and flourish.

This next section of the book will summarize my original research

on the importance of place that informed the 2002 edition of this

book, updating it with research that my team and I have conducted

since. But before I get to the factors and motivations that shape the

location decisions of the Creative Class, it’s important to consider

why, in spite of the many and varied predictions about how glob-

alization and technology would make location irrelevant, place has

not only endured but become more important.

Not that there is anything like a consensus on the issue—the de-

bate over the role of place in our economy and society continues
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full force. Perhaps the greatest of all the New Economy myths is

that “geography is dead.” Thanks to advances in technology, the

thinking goes, the global playing field has been leveled; all of us are

potential players, no matter who we are or where we live. “When

the world is flat,” as Thomas Friedman famously put it, “you can

innovate without having to emigrate.”2

It’s not a new idea. Since the advent of the telegraph and the tele-

phone, the automobile and the airplane, commentators have re-

marked on the diminishing importance of place. In 1995, The

Economist proclaimed The Death of Distance on its cover. “Thanks

to technology and competition in telecoms,” journalist Frances

Cairncross prognosticated, “distance will soon be no object.” Four

years later, the same magazine and author announced the Conquest

of Location: “The wireless revolution is ending the dictatorship of

place,” Cairncross declared.3

My own research has convinced me that this “end of place” view

is unequivocally wrong. The most obvious challenge to the flat-

world hypothesis is the explosive growth of cities and urban areas

worldwide. The share of the world’s population living in urban areas

increased from just 3 percent in 1800 to 14 percent in 1900. By 1950,

it had reached 30 percent. Today, this number stands at more than

50 percent, and in the advanced countries, cities and metros account

for some three-fourths of the population. Cities are projected to

grow at nearly double the rate of the rest of the world. More and

more people are clustering in urban areas—and there’s no evidence

to suggest that this trend will slow down anytime soon. In “The

World Is Spiky,” an essay I published in The Atlantic in October

2005, and in my book Who’s Your City? I presented detailed maps

of light emissions, captured in satellite photographs, that clearly re-

vealed the densely populated mega-regions that drive the world’s

economies, such as the Boston-Washington corridor (which pro-

duces more than $2 trillion in output), greater Tokyo ($2.5 trillion),
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and Europe’s Amsterdam-Brussels-Antwerp ($1.5 trillion). The

world is anything but flat and its spikes are getting higher and higher.

At the same time, its valleys—the dark places on the maps that boast

little, if any, economic activity—are mostly languishing.4

The reality is that globalization has two sides. The first and more

obvious one is the geographic dispersion of routine economic func-

tions such as straightforward manufacturing or service work (for

example, making or answering telephone calls). The second, less ob-

vious side to globalization is the tendency for higher-level economic

activities such as innovation, design, finance, and media to cluster

in a relatively small number of locations. Thinkers like Friedman

focus on the ways that globalization spreads out economic activity

(its centrifugal force, so to speak), missing the reality of this clus-

tering (the centripedal force). Michael Porter, a Harvard Business

School professor and expert on competitive strategy, dubs this

the “location paradox.” “Location still matters,” he told Business-

Week in August 2006. “The more things are mobile, the more de-

cisive location becomes.” “This point,” he added, “has tripped up

a lot of really smart people.”5 The mistake they make is to see glob-

alization as an either-or proposition. It’s not. The key to our new

global reality lies in understanding that the world is both flat and

spiky at the same time.

It all boils down to one simple fact: Place has replaced the indus-

trial corporation as the key economic and social organizing unit

of our time. Cities have always been important engines of economic

growth, but they are assuming an even greater importance in today’s

knowledge-driven innovation economy, in which place-based

ecosystems are critical to economic growth. Students of urban and

regional growth have long pointed to the role of places as incubators

of creativity, innovation, and new industries.6 We’ve known for a

while that the cities and metros that attract the most human capital

prosper. But brainpower alone only tells part of the story. Even more

key is the aptitude for marshaling and focusing all that raw intel-

188 T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S



ligence that’s on tap. Cities are not just containers for smart people;

they are the enabling infrastructure where connections take place,

networks are built, and innovative combinations are consummated.

Many local economies are characterized by clusters of like busi-

nesses. As the great nineteenth-century economist Alfred Marshall

was the first to notice, companies benefit from the “agglomera-

tion” economies that come from locating near each other—from

being a part of a tight network of suppliers, users, and customers.7

Such clusters can be found in the automotive industry in Detroit,

the theater and garment districts in New York, and of course in

Silicon Valley for high tech. Farther afield are the maquiladora

electronics and auto-parts districts in Mexico, the clusters of disk-

drive manufacturers in Singapore and of flat-panel displays in

Japan. Porter has identified clusters of insurance companies in

Hartford, casinos in Las Vegas, furniture manufacturing in High

Point, North Carolina, and advanced imaging laboratories in

Rochester, New York. As he told the Clinton Global Initiative in the

summer of 2011: “There is no one US economy but a collection

of local economies.”

The question is no longer whether firms cluster, but why. Several

answers have been proposed. Some believe that clustering captures

the efficiencies generated from tight linkages between firms. Others

say it has to do with the positive benefits of co-location, or what

they call spillovers. Still others claim it is because certain kinds of

economic activities require face-to-face contact.8 All of these are

true, but they provide only partial explanations. The real force be-

hind this clustering is people.

The Jane Jacobs Economy

The study of economic growth is an arcane field, and until re-

cently, it paid scant attention to the importance of location. Going
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back to 1776, Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations argued that

specialization, efficiency, and division of labor were the cornerstones

of modern economic growth. Later, David Ricardo’s theory of com-

parative advantage argued that not just firms but countries gain

advantage by specializing in certain kinds of economic activity.9

Economists and geographers have always acknowledged that eco-

nomic growth is driven by and spreads from specific regions, cities,

or even neighborhoods. The traditional view, however, is that places

grow either because they are located on or near transportation

routes or because they have endowments of natural resources that

encourage firms to locate there. According to this conventional

view, the economic importance of a place is tied to the efficiency

with which companies can make things and do business there. Local

governments employ this theory when they use tax breaks and

highway construction to attract businesses. But these cost-related

factors are no longer the key to success. 

The great urban theorist Jane Jacobs10 was not an academically

trained economist, but her theory of growth made an indelible con-

tribution to the field. In her eyes, it was new types of work and new

ways of doing things that drove large-scale economic expansions.

But while most economists located momentum in great companies,

entrepreneurs, and nation-states, Jacobs identified great cities as

the prime motor force behind innovation. Companies come under

extraordinary pressure to specialize—to do things more cheaply,

efficiently, and uniformly. But cities are host to a wide variety of

talents and specialties, the broad diversity of which is a vital spur

to creating things that are truly new. “The diversity, of whatever

kind, that is generated by cities rests on the fact that in cities so

many people are so close together, and among them contain so

many different tastes, skills, needs, supplies, and bees in their bon-

nets,” Jacobs argued. When asked in 2001 what she hoped to be re-

membered for, she responded:
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If I were to be remembered as a really important thinker of the century,

the most important thing I’ve contributed is, “What makes economic ex-

pansion happen?” This is something that has puzzled people always. I

think I’ve figured out what it is, and expansion and development are two

different things. Development is differentiation—new differentiation of

what already existed. Practically every new thing that happens is a dif-

ferentiation of a previous thing. Just about everything—from a new shoe

sole to changes in legal codes—all of those things are differentiations.

Expansion is an actual growth in size or volume of activity. That is a dif-

ferent thing.11

When the Nobel Prize–winning economist Robert Lucas went

back to Jane Jacobs’s early writings, he put cities and places front

and center. “I will be following very closely the lead of Jane Jacobs,

whose remarkable book, The Economy of Cities, seems to me mainly

and convincingly concerned (although she does not use this termi-

nology) with the external effects of human capital,” he wrote. Build-

ing on Jacobs’s fundamental contribution, Lucas identified the

multiplier effects that stem from talent-clustering as the primary

determinants of economic growth. Lucas contends that cities would

be economically unfeasible if not for the productivity effects that

are associated with endowments of human capital, what he called

“Jane Jacobs externalities”:

If we postulate only the usual list of economic forces, cities should fly apart.

The theory of production contains nothing to hold a city together. A city

is simply a collection of factors of production—capital, people and land—

and land is always far cheaper outside cities than inside. . . . It seems to me

that the “force” we need to postulate to account for the central role of cities

in economic life is of exactly the same character as the “external human

capital.” . . . What can people be paying Manhattan or downtown Chicago

rents for, if not for being near other people?12
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Labor, capital, and technical knowledge are all well and good, he

allowed, but none of those would amount to anything significant if

people could not combine their talents, ideas, and energy in real

places. The music industry provides a prime example. Musicians

don’t require a lot of equipment or capital; using the computer and

the Internet, they can make and record music virtually anywhere they

want. Every town and city needs at least some musicians—if not to

make records, then to give piano lessons and provide entertainment

in night spots and at weddings. The music business and musicians,

to use Lucas’s language, have every reason to fly apart. But they don’t.

In fact they have become more and more concentrated.

My colleagues and I have tracked the locations of musicians and

musical groups in the United States, using data from a wide range

of sources.13 In 1970, despite its status as the capital of country and

western, Nashville was not even among the top five regions for the

music business. But by 2004, only New York and Los Angeles had

more musicians and music businesses. In fact, Nashville—which

had been busily expanding its reach to many other genres, particularly

rock and pop—accounted for almost all of the industry’s growth dur-

ing those thirty-four years. Today, it is home to much of the world’s

best studio talent and has eclipsed even New York and LA as the go-

to place for music writing, recording, and publishing.

Just as high-tech companies trek to Silicon Valley, a great deal

of top musical talent eventually ends up in Nashville’s orbit. In

2005, one of the most significant rock musicians of the past decade,

Jack White, the founder of the White Stripes, relocated his newest

band and recording project, The Raconteurs, from Detroit to

Nashville. White had produced and performed on Loretta Lynn’s

highly regarded album Van Lear Rose, which was recorded in

Nashville. Impressed by what he saw, he bought a house there.

None of the other musicians in The Raconteurs are originally

from Nashville, either. White and Brendan Benson are from De-

troit; the drummer, Patrick Keeler, and bass player Jack Lawrence
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had been members of a Cincinnati band, The Greenhornes. When

asked why he relocated, White said that Detroit’s scene had be-

come too negative and confining, that people who were once his

friends and associates had become jealous of The White Stripes’s

success. Nashville was different, he said: it was more professional,

less confrontational, less melodramatic. Like Silicon Valley, it was

a place where the best and the brightest could collaborate with other

top talent and make the most of its world-class infrastructure.

When talented and creative people come together, the multiplying

effect is exponential; the end result is much more than the sum of

the parts. Clustering makes each of us more productive—and our

collective creativity and economic wealth grow accordingly.

Human Capital City

Human capital theory has been the dominant theory of regional

growth over the past decade or so. The person most associated with

it is Harvard professor Edward Glaeser, whose 2011 book Triumph

of the City made an eloquent case for the proposition that what

powers cities is not their great buildings, companies, or physical

infrastructure but the concentrations of skilled and talented people

they house.14 Glaeser and other proponents of human capital theory

argue that regional growth is best achieved by protecting and prop-

agating local endowments of highly educated, productive people.

There is more than anecdotal evidence to back this up. Cross-na-

tional studies of economic growth find a clear connection between

the economic success of nations and their human capital, as mea-

sured by the level of education. And it is human capital clusters

that lie behind the regional agglomerations of firms.15 Firms con-

centrate to reap the advantages that stem from common labor

pools—not merely to tap the advantages from linked networks of

customers and suppliers, as is more typically argued. Research by

193P L A C E  M A T T E R S



one of Glaeser’s former graduate students, Spencer Glendon, shows

that a good deal of city growth over the twentieth century could

be predicted by their levels of human capital at the beginning of

the century.16 Places with greater numbers of highly educated people

grew faster and were better able to attract more talent. 

My own theory shares much in common with human capital

theory; I certainly agree that skilled and talented people are the

keys to city and regional growth. As I mentioned back in Chapter

3, where human capital theory uses education as a proxy for skills,

I look at the kinds of work that people actually do—a subject I’ll

return to in greater depth later.

Urban Metabolism

But what about the inevitable drawbacks and obstacles that arise

from this clustering and concentration of talented people and other

key assets? One problematic consequence is the accelerated sorting

of people and cities into an economic hierarchy. Our society is not

just becoming more unequal, its inequities are being etched into

our economic geography.

Concentration and density contribute to all sorts of other prob-

lems, too, such as traffic congestion, rising crime rates, and un -

affordable housing—all of them predictable by-products of big-city

life. You would think such problems, or what economists sometimes

refer to as urban diseconomies, would be enough to eventually kill

a city; at the very least, they must pose significant barriers to its fu-

ture development. Compelling research suggests otherwise. In my

books Who’s Your City? and The Great Reset, I wrote about the

findings of a multidisciplinary team of researchers led by Geoffrey

West of the Santa Fe Institute. 

West and his team wondered whether cities and mega-regions,

though not literally living things, might have a metabolism that in-
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creases as their populations do, allowing them not just to overcome

the drawbacks associated with size but to continue to innovate and

improve their productivity as they grow. To test this idea, they col-

lected data from the United States, Europe, and China at a variety

of different stages in their development and looked at a wide range

of characteristics, such as crime rates, disease transmission, demo-

graphics, infrastructure, energy consumption, economic activity,

and innovation. Sure enough, they found:

Social organizations, like biological organisms, consume energy and re-

sources, depend on networks for the flow of information and materials,

and produce artifacts and waste. . . . Cities manifest power-law scaling

similar to the economy-of-scale relationships observed in biology: a doub -

ling of population requires less than a doubling of certain resources. The

material infrastructure that is analogous to biological transport networks—

gas stations, lengths of electrical cable, miles of road surface—consistently

exhibits sublinear [less than one] scaling with population.17

This might have been expected. But what the researchers had not

expected to see was that the correlation between population growth

and characteristics that had fewer or no analogies in biology—such

attributes as innovation, patent activity, the numbers of super-

creatives, the levels of wages, and gross domestic product—was

greater than one. In other words, a doubling of population resulted

in more than twice the creative and economic output. They called

this phenomenon “superlinear” scaling: the larger a city’s population,

they concluded, the greater the innovation and wealth per person.

The World According to Zipf

Urban metabolism is not the only paradox that helps explain the

enigma of cities. One of the great remaining puzzles of urban
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economics and regional analysis revolves around Zipf ’s Law.18

Named for its discoverer, George Zipf, it is also referred to as the

rank-size rule. Zipf ’s Law says that the distribution of virtually all

cities within a nation follows a simple power law: the second-

largest city is roughly half the size of the largest; the third, roughly

one-third the size of the largest; and so on. According to detailed

empirical studies, Zipf ’s Law accurately describes the real size dis-

tribution of US cities over the past century, and of virtually every

other advanced industrial nations’ cities as well. Plotted on a log-

arithmic graph, populations of cities form a nearly perfect line with

a descending slope. There are some exceptions, of course—capitals

or former capitals of empires, London, for example—tend to be

disproportionately large; cities in highly planned economies, like

China’s, tend to fall off the scale as well. Also bear in mind that

Zipf ’s Law applies to the relative sizes of cities, not metropolitan

areas. The city of Los Angeles is about half the size of the city of

New York; greater LA’s population is much closer to New York’s.

Try as they might, economists and social scientists have failed to

develop plausible explanations for why Zipf’s Law holds up as well

as it does. In their book The Spatial Economy, the economists

Masahisa Fujita, Paul Krugman, and Anthony Venables wrote: “At-

tempts to match economic theory with the data usually face the

problem that the theory is excessively neat . . . whereas the real

world throws up complicated and messy outcomes. When it comes

to the size distribution of cities, however, the problem we face is

that the data offer a stunningly neat picture, one that is hard to re-

produce in any plausible (or even implausible) theoretical model.”

After devoting more than eight pages and scads of sophisticated

mathematical formulas to this problem, they conclude: “At this

point we have no resolution of the striking regularity in city size

distributions. We must acknowledge that it poses a real intellec-

tual challenge to our understanding of cities. . . . Nobody has come
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up with a plausible story about the process that generates the rank

size rule.”19

That is, until now. The remarkable computer models built by

Robert Axtell shed new light on this enigma. Part computer scien-

tist, part economist, and part physicist, Axtell, a former Carnegie

Mellon student, is a professor at George Mason University, a fre-

quent visitor to the Santa Fe Institute, and a leader in the field of

agent-based modeling. Along with his Brookings Institution col-

league Josh Epstein, he pioneered high-level computer programs

to evaluate how people or organizations—which they refer to as

agents—behave. Taking my creative capital theory as his point of

departure, Axtell built a model of how cities form, based on the law

of “preferential attachment,” in which skilled and productive people

attract other skilled and productive people. First, creative agents

cluster around other creative agents, reinforcing each other’s pro-

ductivity. Then, these creative agents combine to form larger eco-

nomic units or firms. These economic units or firms then locate in

cities where they grow and develop. As they grow, they become the

locations for still more creative agents and firms. As the computer

runs thousands of iterations of this basic scenario, a discernible

pattern for the size distribution of cities comes clearly into view—

a hierarchical distribution that conforms almost perfectly to Zipf ’s

Law and matches the real size distribution of US cities.20 If its cause

still remains mysterious, preferential attachment and creativity are

clearly the mechanism by which Zipf ’s Law operates.

The Place of Creativity

The history of human creativity and of human progress is intimately

intertwined with that of cities. The Epic of Gilgamesh—perhaps the

oldest known work of literature—closes with an awed description
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of the walls of the city of Uruk. Plato’s Republic—which envisioned

an ideal city—was a product of the cultural and intellectual flowering

of the earthly city of Athens, as well as a broadside against its politics.

Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Brunelleschi, da Vinci, and Michelan-

gelo all were born in or near the city of Florence. Great thinkers,

artists, and entrepreneurs rarely come out of nowhere. They cluster

and thrive in places that attract other creative people and provide

an environment that fosters and supports creative effort.

That environment is provided by cities. Cities have long func-

tioned as critical containers and mobilizers of creativity, attracting

creative people from the surrounding countryside while providing

the structures, scenes, and ecosystems that undergird and support

creative effort. As the great Swedish economic geographer Åke An-

dersson, a leading student of creativity and cities, puts it: “Creative

people need creative cities.”21 He notes the flourishing of creativity

in four different cities from four very different eras: Athens in 400

BC, Renaissance Florence, Enlightenment London, and fin de siècle

Vienna. “The creative city as an informal and spontaneously evolv-

ing spatial organization has been the arena for all large-scale creative

revolutions,” he writes. “In the course of the past 2,500 years, a

small number of relatively large cities have functioned as hotbeds

of revolutionary creativity. These cities attracted a disproportionate

share of migrants with creative inclinations, and they also facilitated

the growth of creativity among those already present. Such cities

were both used as arenas for presenting findings from elsewhere

and as fertile locations for developing new ideas in collaboration

with other creative people.”

Even deeper in our past, the congregation of populations into

progressively larger, denser, and less isolated groups may have been

what enabled humanity’s rise. Archaeologists and anthropologists

have been aware of the incredible flowering of artistic and material

creativity that occurred roughly 40,000 years ago in Europe, re-
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flected in everything from cave paintings, figurines, and jewelry to

the complex tools that allowed our ancestors to begin to transform

nature. Some scientists have attributed this leap to evolutionary

advances in cognition and memory alone. But more recent research

puts communities—not genes—at the center of this evolutionary

watershed.

Research by Stephen Shennan at University College London,

Robert Boyd at UCLA, and others indicates that shifting demograph-

ics was an important cause of early leaps in human development.

Shennan’s research—which notes that artistic and technological

leaps similar to the one in Europe had occurred in Africa and the

Middle East and tens of thousands of years earlier—suggests that

what all these leaps had in common was the growth of local popu-

lation density beyond a certain threshold. Many of these cultural

blooms withered, Shennan observes, when populations subse-

quently shrank. Boyd’s research shows the close relationship be-

tween toolmaking advances and population size. As people

gathered into larger groups and came into contact with one another

more frequently, knowledge was shared, retained, and advanced

more easily.22

Writing in the early decades of the twentieth century, Robert

Park, the pioneering University of Chicago urban sociologist, noted

the functional importance of loose ties and anonymous lifestyles

in giving rise to what he called the “mobilization of the individual

man.”23 “Great cities,” wrote Park, “have always been melting pots

of races and of cultures. Out of the vivid and subtle interactions of

which they have been the centers, there have come the newer breeds

and the newer social types. They have multiplied the opportunities

for the individual man for contact and association with his fellows,

but they have made these contacts and associations more transitory

and less stable.” He went on to point out the importance of these

structures to the creative environment of the city:
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This makes it possible for individuals to pass quickly and easily from one

moral milieu to another, and encourages the fascinating but dangerous ex-

periment of living at the same time in several different contiguous, but

other wise widely separated worlds.

All of this tends to give city life a dangerous and adventitious character;

it tends to complicate social relations and to produce new and divergent

individual types.

It introduces, at the same time, an element of chance and adventure which

adds to the stimulus of city life and gives it, for young and fresh nerves, a

peculiar attractiveness.

The lure of great cities is perhaps a consequence of stimulations which

act directly upon the reflexes.

Park goes on to contrast the stasis of the small, tightly knit com-

munity with the dynamism of the city. “In a small community, it

is the normal man, the man without eccentricity or genius, who

seems most likely to succeed. The small community often tolerates

eccentricity,” he noted. “The city, on the contrary rewards it. Neither

the criminal, the defective, nor the genius has the same opportunity

to develop his innate disposition in a small town that he invariably

finds in the big city.”

In her fascinating and detailed study of Greenwich Village life in

the 1920s, Carolyn Ware identified loose ties and quasi-anonymity

as its fundamental feature: “Many who were drawn to the Village

came to seek escape from their community, their families, or them-

selves,” she wrote.24 The Villagers were “intensely individualistic

in both their social relations and their point of view,” “independent

of virtually all institutions.” They scorned the “the joining habit”

and took “full advantage of both the selectiveness and anonymity

the city offered.” They “avoided the usual casual contacts with fam-

ily, friends, neighbors, or members of the same economic or social

class and the relations growing out of institutional connections.”
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Rather than this more traditional life, “they maintained individual

ties with friends scattered all over the city.”

But cities do more than just attract creative people and provide

a broad environment or ecosystem for creativity; they stimulate

it as well. They do this in two key ways, according to Dean Keith

Simonton.25 First, they play a critical role in “creative development.”

Creators must be exposed to role models and mentors during ado-

lescence and young adulthood. “To the extent that such mentors

are more likely to be found in urban areas, this apprenticeship phase

will necessarily occur in city environments,” Simonton writes. “In

fact,” he adds, “research on talent development indicates how often

exceptional gifts will have to move to metropolitan areas once they

reach a certain stage in their intellectual or artistic growth.”

Second, creativity requires cultural heterogeneity: it is enhanced

by “early exposure to ideational diversity and conflict, enabling the

individual to engage in cultural ‘hybridization’ or ‘cross-fertilization’

as an adult creator.” Again, this is more likely to occur in urban

settings, which have “educational or cultural institutions that help

mix up the broth,” not to mention an overflowing and ever-shifting

spectacle of things to look at. When a solution to a problem is not

forthcoming, a creative person will put it aside temporarily and re-

sume the tasks of ordinary life. During this time, he or she is ex-

posed to a host of stimuli that prime associations. Given sufficient

time, Simonton writes, “one of these stimulated pathways may lead

to a solution to the problem”—a eureka moment. “It goes without

saying that an urban environment will afford a more diverse variety

of potential priming stimuli than will a rural environment. The for-

mer, relative to the latter, is more likely to offer a world replete with

different languages, cultures, religions and lifestyles.”

The popular image of the solitary creator notwithstanding, much

of the creativity in modern societies emerges in groups—in re-

search laboratories, cinematic collaborations, and architectural
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teams, to name just a few examples. “Naturally, the members of

these problem-solving or brainstorming groups are most often re-

cruited from the immediate environment, whether suburb, town

or city,” Simonton observes. The more urban the setting, the more

diverse and hence more creative such a group is likely to be.
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C H A P T E R  1 1

The Geography of Class

M any people like lists and maps, and I’m one of them. In

this chapter, I investigate the geography of the Creative

Class across America’s cities and metro regions. This chap-

ter and the next update all of the various measures for the Creative

Class, the other classes, and the three T’s of economic development:

technology, talent, and tolerance.

Different kinds of people have always sorted themselves into dif-

ferent kinds of neighborhoods. There have always been ethnic en-

claves, such as the Italian American community in Newark where

I was born. There have long been artistic and cultural communities

like New York’s Greenwich Village, college towns like Madison

and Boulder and manufacturing towns like Pittsburgh and Detroit.

But when I was first researching this book over a decade ago, my

data pointed me toward something new: a large-scale re-sorting of

people geographically, based on class, that was becoming increas-

ingly pronounced. This new geo graphy of class, I noted, seemed to

have a direct connection to a place’s economic prospects. Regions

with greater concentrations of the Creative Class were more likely

to be economic winners. Those with larger Working Class concen-

trations were becoming economically stagnant; some were in the

midst of grim downward spirals. Those with large Service Class
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concentrations, such as tourist destinations like Las Vegas, were

attracting people and creating jobs at a rapid pace, but they were not

really prospering. Many of the jobs they had were low skill and low

pay: a job cleaning hotel rooms or even dealing cards, I wrote then,

does not offer much of a ladder up into our economy’s jet stream.

I suspected that those Service Class centers were fated to become

increasingly disconnected from the economic engine of our society.

As this chapter and later ones will show, subsequent research, by

me and by others, backs up those presentiments. The United States

and the world have become more unequal, and that inequality is

not only one of income, it reflects the increasingly uneven geogra-

phy of class. Furthermore, we have learned that rapid population

growth, such as occurred in many Sun Belt locations, does not nec-

essarily lead to economic growth. Many Sun Belt metros added

population like crazy but improved neither their productivity nor

wages. Some built entire economies around the housing bubble

and fell victim to the illusion of “growth without growth.”

In the original edition, I found that the Creative Class made up

more than 35 percent of the workforce in the leading metros as of

1999. By 2010, that figure had jumped to nearly 50 percent. Back

then, the leading Creative Class metros (with populations over 1

million) were greater Washington, DC, Raleigh-Durham, Boston,

Austin, San Francisco, Minneapolis, Hartford, Denver, Seattle, and

Houston. I noted that large metros had not exclusively cornered

the market for the Creative Class, despite their considerable ad-

vantages. In fact, a number of smaller regions ranked among the

highest in Creative Class concentration, notably such college towns

as Gainesville, East Lansing, and Madison. Other smaller-scale Cre-

ative Class centers were Bloomington, Illinois; Melbourne, Florida;

Huntsville, Alabama; Santa Fe; and Boise. I also pointed out that

the Creative Class was not limited only to well-known high-tech

and artistic centers. Kansas City; Rochester, Minnesota; and Detroit,

for example, numbered among the top twenty centers for the Cre-
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ative Class among large regions in 1999. Albany, Omaha, Little

Rock, Birmingham, and Baton Rouge ranked alongside Albu-

querque as leading Creative Class locations among medium-sized

metro regions (with populations between 500,000 and 1 million).

I now turn to the updated 2010 rankings for Creative Class metros

(see Figure 11.1). These new rankings were developed by Kevin

Stolarick, based on occupational data from the Bureau of Labor

Statistics. Two things are worth noting about them. First, instead

of separating larger and smaller metros, they are all ranked together.

And second, whereas our earlier rankings were based on broader

consolidated metropolitan areas (which combine certain metro

areas into bigger, more populous units), the new rankings cover
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Figure 11.1  Creative Class by Metro, 2010

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.



all of the individual metropolitan statistical divisions separately.

(Appendix Table A.1 provides full data for all US metros.)

The Creative Class remains concentrated geographically, making

up more than 40 percent of the workforce in eleven metros. It

makes up more than 35–40 percent in another thirty-four metros.

There are 105 metros where the Creative Class accounts for be-

tween 30 and 35 percent of the workforce and 162 where it makes

up between 25 and 30 percent of the workforce. On the flip side,

there is one metro where the Creative Class makes up less than 20

percent of the workforce and forty-eight where it accounts for be-

tween 20 and 25 percent.

The top-ranked region is Durham, where the Creative Class

makes up 48.4 percent of the workforce (see Table 11.1, which pro-

vides a list of the top twenty Creative Class metros). It is followed

by San Jose, greater Washington, DC; Ithaca, New York; and Boul-

der. Rounding out the top ten are Trenton, New Jersey (which in-

cludes Princeton); Huntsville, Alabama; Corvallis, Oregon; Boston,

and Ann Arbor. Among the top twenty Creative Class metros are

Tallahassee, Gainesville, Rochester, Minnesota; Charlottesville,

Hartford, Bridgeport, San Francisco; Olympia, Washington; Madi-

son, and Burlington, Vermont. 

This list belies the fatalistic notion that geography is destiny. It

includes many northern Frost Belt locations, among them Ann

Arbor in the very shadow of Detroit. There are some noticeable ab-

sences among this top-tier group: greater New York ranks thirty-

fourth, with 34.9 percent of its workforce in the Creative Class;

Chicago is forty-fourth (35.1 percent); LA is sixtieth (34.1 percent);

Greater Detroit, on the other hand, scores a surprisingly high rank

of fifty-third—which bodes reasonably well for its future. Some of

Detroit’s suburbs have among the very highest concentrations of the

Creative Class in the nation.

In the original edition of this book, I noted that among large met-

ros, Las Vegas, Grand Rapids, and Memphis had the smallest con-
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centrations of the Creative Class as of 1999, and that the Creative

Class had nearly abandoned a wide range of smaller regions in the

outskirts of the South and Midwest. In 2010, Las Vegas had just

22.7 percent of its workforce in the Creative Class, placing it in the

bottom ten of all US metros. Of large metros, Riverside, Memphis,

Louisville, and Orlando had less than 30 percent of their workforce

in the Creative Class. The places with the very lowest concentra-

tions of the Creative Class remained small, mostly tourist destina-

tions in the Sun Belt, such as Myrtle Beach, South Carolina; Dalton,
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Table 11.1  Top Twenty Creative Class Metros, 2010

Creative Class
Metro Share

Durham, NC 48.4%

San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA 46.9%

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 46.8%

Ithaca, NY 44.6%

Boulder, CO 44.4%

Trenton-Ewing, NJ 42.9%

Huntsville, AL 42.7%

Corvallis, OR 41.7%

Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH 41.6%

Ann Arbor, MI 41.3%

Tallahassee, FL 40.5%

Rochester, MN 40.0%

Charlottesville, VA 39.7%

Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT 39.7%

Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT 39.5%

San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont, CA 39.4%

Gainesville, FL 39.3%

Olympia, WA 38.9%

Madison, WI 38.3%

Burlington-South Burlington, VT 37.9%

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employ-
ment Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. 
Analysis by Kevin Stolarick. 



Georgia; Ocala and Naples, Florida; Houma, Louisiana; and Ocean

City, New Jersey—and manufacturing towns in the old Rust Belt,

like Elkhart, Indiana; Sandusky, Ohio; and Michigan City, Michigan.

There is considerable variation in Creative Class wages across met-

ros, which is something that I did not track in the original edition.

Figure 11.2 maps Creative Class wages for all metros across the United

States, and Table 11.2 lists the top twenty. Not surprisingly, San Jose

(Silicon Valley) tops the lists with Creative Class wages of more than

$100,000. San Francisco is second, followed by Bridgeport-Stamford-

Norwalk, Connecticut. The Washington metro area makes the list,

as do college towns such as Boulder, Durham, and New Haven.
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Figure 11.2  Creative Class Wages by Metro, 2010

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.



The Creative Class share is also concentrated and uneven across

the fifty states. (See Figure 11.3 and Table 11.3.) The District of Co-

lumbia tops the list, with 57.8 percent of its workforce in Creative

Class occupations. This is not surprising because DC is a small geo-

graphic area with a high-skill workforce. Massachusetts is next, where

the Creative Class makes up nearly four in ten workers (39 percent),

followed by Maryland, Connecticut, and Virginia. Colorado, New

Hampshire, New York, Washington, and Minnesota round out the

top ten. Nevada is the state with the smallest percentage of the Cre-

ative Class (24.2 percent). Missouri, West Virginia, North and
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Table 11.2  Top Twenty Metros for Creative Class Wages, 2010

Average
Rank Metro Annual Wages

1 San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA $101,827

2 San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont, CA 91,361

3 Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT 90,713

4 Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 90,442

5 Napa, CA 87,765

6 New York-Northern New Jersey-Long Island, NY-NJ-PA 87,625

7 Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH 84,403

8 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, CA 80,859

9 Trenton-Ewing, NJ 80,816

10 San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA 80,036

11 Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA 79,455

12 Oxnard-Thousand Oaks-Ventura, CA 78,481

13 Boulder, CO 78,348

14 Santa Barbara-Santa Maria, CA 78,173

15 Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT 77,187

16 Durham, NC 77,132

17 Salinas, CA 77,086

18 New Haven, CT 76,826

19 Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, PA-NJ-DE-MD 76,694

20 Anchorage, AK 76,612

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Charlotta Mellander.



South Dakota, Wyoming, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, Indiana,

and South Carolina number among the states with the lowest Cre-

ative Class concentrations.

The Creative Class is even more concentrated by county (see Fig-

ure 11.4). Counties are a smaller geographic unit than metros: there

are more than three thousand counties in the United States, com-

pared to several hundred metros. In 1999, I only had metro data

to work with, but since then researchers such as David McGranahan

and Tim Wojan and my own colleague Kevin Stolarick have been

able to use data from the American Community Survey to chart

the Creative Class by county.

Nationwide, the leading Creative Class county is Los Alamos, New

Mexico, home to the famous laboratory that bears its name, with
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Figure 11.3  Creative Class Share by State, 2010

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.
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Table 11.3  Leading and Lagging Creative Class States, 2010

Creative Class
Rank State Share

Top Ten

1 District of Columbia 57.8%

2 Massachusetts 39.0%

3 Maryland 38.0%

4 Connecticut 37.0%

5 Virginia 36.4%

6 Colorado 35.9%

7 New Hampshire 34.8%

8 New York 34.7%

9 Washington 34.7%

10 Minnesota 34.6%

Bottom Ten

41 South Carolina 28.5%

42 Indiana 28.4%

43 Louisiana 28.2%

44 South Dakota 28.1%

45 Arkansas 28.1%

46 Mississippi 27.5%

47 Wyoming 27.4%

48 North Dakota 27.4%

49 West Virginia 27.3%

50 Missouri 27.1%

51 Nevada 24.2%

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick.

nearly 70 percent of its workers employed in Creative Class occu-

pations (see Table 11.4). Other counties with large concentrations

(44 percent or more) of the Creative Class include DC and its sub-

urbs of Arlington, Fairfax, and Loudon Counties in Virginia, and

Howard and Montgomery Counties in Maryland; Kalawao, Hawaii;



New York County, New York (which covers Manhattan); Carter

County, Montana; San Francisco County and nearby Marin County

in California; Douglas County, Colorado (outside Denver); Mid-

dlesex County, Massachusetts (which includes Cambridge and

other Boston suburbs); and Orange County, North Carolina (which

includes Chapel Hill and the University of North Carolina). On the

flip side, the Creative Class accounts for less than 10 percent of 

the workforce in the lowest ranked county, and it composes less

than one in five workers in more than 200 others.

The original edition of this book looked at the Creative Class as

a whole and separated it into two main groups, the Super-Creative

Core and Creative Professionals. Since that time, my colleagues

and I have broken down the key types of Creative Class workers
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Figure 11.4  Creative Class Share by County, 2010

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.



or occupational groups into smaller categories. My ever-pragmatic

colleague Lou Musante came up with the acronym TAPE (tech-

nology, arts, professional, and eds and meds workers) to refer to

them. Since writing the original edition of this book, we have been

able to break out these key segments of the Creative Class and iden-

tify the leading regions for them (see Figure 11.5 and Table 11.5).

Technology: San Jose, Huntsville, and Boulder lead in science and

technology; greater Washington, DC, Seattle, and Boston also

boast large concentrations of technology workers.
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Table 11.4  Top Twenty Creative Class Counties, 2010

Creative Class
County Share

Los Alamos County, NM 65.9%
Arlington County, VA 60.8%
Falls Church, VA 58.9%
District of Columbia 53.7%
Kalawao County, HI 52.5%
Alexandria, VA 53.4%
New York County, NY 51.9%
Fairfax County, VA 51.8%
Howard County, MD 51.6%
Loudoun County, VA 50.9%
Montgomery County, MD 51.0%
Fairfax County, VA 48.2%
Carter County, MT 47.0%
San Francisco County, CA 46.2%
Albemarle County, VA 45.3%
Douglas County, CO 44.4%
Middlesex County, MA 45.1%
York County, VA 44.9%
Marin County, CA 44.5%
Orange County, NC 44.1%

Note: Includes cities that are considered as “county equivalents” by the US Census.

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010, and US Census, American Community Survey, 2005–10.
Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by Kevin Stolarick.
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Table 11.5  Leading Metros for Major Creative Class Subgroups, 2010

Creative Share of
Class Subgroup Total Employment

Technology and Science 
San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA 17.0%

Huntsville, AL 16.5%

Boulder, CO 14.5%

Framingham, MA 13.4%

Lowell-Billerica-Chelmsford, MA-NH 13.0%

Arts, Culture, and Media

Los Angeles-Long Beach-Glendale, CA  3.4%

New York-White Plains-Wayne, NY-NJ 2.8%

San Francisco-San Mateo-Redwood City, CA 2.7%

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 2.4%

Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA 2.2%

Professionals

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 23.1%

San Francisco-San Mateo-Redwood City, CA 20.6%

Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT 20.2%

Trenton-Ewing, NJ 18.8%

Tallahassee, FL 18.8%

Eds and Meds

Ithaca, NY 29.6%

Gainesville, FL 22.1%

Athens-Clarke County, GA 21.1%

Rochester, MN 21.0%

Ann Arbor, MI 21.0%

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Charlotta Mellander. 

Gainesville (the University of Florida); Athens (University of

Georgia); Rochester, Minnesota (the Mayo Clinic); and Ann

Arbor (University of Michigan). Among large metros, the great-

est concentrations of these occupations are in Rochester, Buf-

falo, Nassau-Suffolk, New York; Boston, and Providence.
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We’ve also been able to identify which of these key Creative Class

groups add the most to regional development. Three of these

groups—technology, business professionals, and arts and cultural

workers—add considerably to regional economic output and

wages.1 The finding for artistic and cultural occupations is especially

notable: these occupations are significantly associated with regional

wages. Many simply presume that art follows wealth: richer cities

and regions have more money to invest in the arts, hence they have

more artists. That may have been true in the past, but today it works

both ways. It is an empirical fact that arts, design, and entertainment

occupations are among the most important contributors to regional

income and wealth.

Many regions that lost manufacturing jobs have rebuilt their

economies around meds and eds. In Rochester and Buffalo as well

as Detroit, Cleveland, St. Louis, and Pittsburgh, the largest employ-

ers are colleges, universities, and hospitals. This would seem to

bode well for these places—it offers a steady supply of good jobs

for residents and a solid foundation for further growth. But accord-

ing to our analysis, high concentrations of these meds and eds jobs

add little to regional income. In fact, we found that regional earnings

and incomes fall as a region’s share of meds and eds jobs rises. The

more Creative Class jobs in education and health care, the lower a

region’s wages tend to be. Why might this be? For one thing, eds

and meds tend to monopolize a region’s workforce—the demand

for employees is so great that it leaves other sectors with smaller

hiring pools. Like police and fire departments, eds and meds are

basic necessities. Every place must devote some of its workforce to

them. But out-of-state tuitions and government research grants

notwithstanding, they bring in relatively little money from outside.

Occupations like management science and engineering and even

arts and culture tend to produce exportable products that can be

sold far and wide.



Creative Class occupations are also highly clustered and concen-

trated, according to a 2011 study by economists Jaison Abel and

Todd Gabe. This is especially true of the occupations that add the

most to regional wages, those of artists, media workers, scientists,

social scientists, information technology workers, environmental

designers, and engineers.2 The more clustered they are, the more

wages they add.

My own research uncovered a related feature. When Charlotta

Mellander and I examined the relationship between wages and

metro size, we found that the wages for Working Class jobs tended

to rise beyond the national average and then level off in commu-

nities where the labor market was about 120,000 people. The pop-

ulation threshold where wages passed the national average was

much higher for the Creative Class—roughly 1 million for business

professionals, scientists, and engineers, and more than 1.5 million

for artistic, cultural, and entertainment occupations. The critical

mass at which Creative Class wages rise, in other words, is as much

as ten times higher than that for manufacturing. The Creative Econ-

omy thrives at a larger scale.

We have already seen that Creative Class workers earn a sub-

stantial premium even when their level of education is taken into

account. And this, too, varies by region as well as industry. In a fas-

cinating study, Gabe identified the key factors behind this Creative

Class wage premium.3 “Is it working around other creative workers

in the same industry?” he asked. Or, “Is it interacting with other

creative workers who reside in the same region?” The study found

little evidence that the wage premium related to creativity was pos-

itively associated with industry effects—that is, the share of creative

workers in the same industry or sector—and concluded that pro-

ductivity gains from creativity are in fact diminished by working

around other creative workers involved in producing the same good

or delivering a similar type of service. But Gabe found evidence that
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the creativity-based wage premium is driven up by the share of

Creative Class workers in the region. Even more importantly, the

study finds that Creative Class wages are higher in metros with a

diversity of Creative Class occupations; for example, where there

are more artists and cultural creatives as well as technological cre-

atives and creatives in management and business. This makes in-

tuitive sense as the interaction across varieties of Creative Class

work creates greater “knowledge spillovers” and higher rates of in-

novation, ultimately leading to higher wages.

Working Class Enclaves

The United States has witnessed a long decline in its share of Work-

ing Class jobs—high-paying, family-supporting jobs in production,

maintenance, and installation, as well construction, transportation,

and related fields. When I wrote the original edition of this book,

the Working Class still made up a substantial share of jobs—from

40 percent to more than 50 percent—in Elkhart, Indiana; Decatur,

Alabama; Fort Smith, Arkansas; Hickory, North Carolina; and

Houma, Louisiana. Working Class jobs accounted for roughly three

in ten workers, not just in older industrial metros like Milwaukee,

Buffalo, and Detroit, but in Nashville, Louisville, Charlotte, and

Salt Lake City.

Figure 11.6 maps the Working Class across US metros in 2010.

One thing is abundantly clear: the economic crisis has substantially

reduced the Working Class, even in its leading centers. The share

of the Working Class in Elkhart-Goshen fell from 55 percent in

1999 to 46 percent in 2010. It has shrunk even more in large met-

ros. Its largest concentrations are found in Memphis (26.2 per-

cent), Louisville (26.1 percent), and Houston (24.4 percent), where

the Working Class accounts for roughly one in four jobs. In the
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Figure 11.6  The Working Class by Metro, 2010

Table 11.6  Top Twenty Working Class Metros, 2010

Metro Working Class Share

Elkhart-Goshen, IN 46.0%
Dalton, GA 45.6%
Pascagoula, MS 39.7%
Houma-Bayou Cane-Thibodaux, LA 39.0%
Morristown, TN 38.4%
Decatur, AL 37.1%
Fort Smith, AR-OK 36.1%
Hickory-Morganton-Lenoir, NC 35.3%
Odessa, TX 34.4%
Columbus, IN 34.3%
Holland-Grand Haven, MI 34.2%
Longview-Kelso, WA 33.3%
Gainesville, GA 33.3%
Decatur, IL 33.2%
Joplin, MO 32.9%
Farmington, NM 32.6%
Harrisonburg, VA 32.5%
Oshkosh-Neenah, WI 32.5%
Spartanburg, SC 32.4%
Sheboygan, WI 32.4%

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick.

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.



once-great industrial centers of Cleveland, Detroit, and Pittsburgh,

just one in five workers belongs to the Working Class today.

The original edition of this book covered the Working Class overall.

Although roughly one in five US workers (20.5 percent) are members

of the Working Class, production workers compose a much smaller

share—just slightly more than one in twenty (6.0 percent). 

Not surprisingly, metros with high concentrations of production

workers have a large Working Class in general. They tend to be

smaller regions, mainly in the old South and the Midwest. There

is one metro where production workers make up 30 percent of

the workforce and another where they number more than 25 per-

cent (see Figure 11.7 and Table 11.7). In no other metro do pro-

duction workers make up more than one in five members of the

entire workforce.
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Figure 11.7  Production Workers by Metro, 2010

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Charlotta Mellander. Map by Zara Matheson.



It is even more striking how far industrial work and production

workers have fallen in the larger blue-collar metros that were once

the bastions of America’s manufacturing might. Production work-

ers make up roughly 10 percent of the workforces in Milwaukee

and Youngstown. They account for just 8 or 9 percent of the work-

force in the industrial-era stalwarts of Toledo, Akron, and Cleve-

land, and Scranton, Pennsylvania. That’s about the same level as

in Napa, California—in fact, production workers make up a

smaller share of Gary, Indiana’s workforce than they do in that

sunny center of wine and tourism. The share of production workers

is lower still in Dayton, Detroit, Allentown, Syracuse, Rochester
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Table 11.7  Top Twenty Metros for Production Workers, 2010

Production 
Rank Region Occupation Share

1 Elkhart-Goshen, IN 30.3%

2 Dalton, GA 25.8%

3 Hickory-Lenoir-Morganton, NC 19.5%

4 Morristown, TN 18.3%

5 Columbus, IN 18.3%

6 Sheboygan, WI 17.6%

7 Holland-Grand Haven, MI 17.4%

8 Oshkosh-Neenah, WI 16.5%

9 Spartanburg, SC 16.3%

10 Decatur, AL 16.3%

11 Cleveland, TN 16.2%

12 Decatur, IL 15.9%

13 Gainesville, GA 15.1%

14 Racine, WI 15.0%

15 Fort Smith, AR-OK 14.8%

16 Anderson, SC 14.8%

17 Battle Creek, MI 14.8%

18 Logan, UT-ID 14.5%

19 Wausau, WI 14.3%

20 Florence-Muscle Shoals, AL 13.9%

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at  http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Charlotta Mellander.



and Buffalo—all of which have a smaller share of production work-

ers than Augusta, Georgia, or Asheville, North Carolina. In my

former hometown of Pittsburgh, the heart and soul of America’s

iron and steel industry, production workers make up just 5.7 per-

cent of the workforce, about the same as in Eugene, Oregon;

Ann Arbor, and Charleston, South Carolina!

It’s no wonder America’s industrial workers feel like they’ve

been shunted aside—they have. A decade into the new millennium

and three years into the worst economic crisis since the Great De-

pression, both America’s smokestack industries and the workers

who stoked them are increasingly on the margins. 

Service Class Centers

In numbers, the Service Class is the largest class of all, employing

more than 45 percent of American workers. Back in 1999, when I

was first writing this book, Las Vegas was the country’s preeminent

Service Class center, with nearly 60 percent of its workforce in Ser-

vice Class occupations. The Service Class made up roughly one-

half or more of the workforce in some fifty metros, including West

Palm Beach, Orlando, Miami, Naples, Fort Myers, Daytona Beach,

Panama City, and Sarasota, Florida; Myrtle Beach, South Carolina;

and the towns on Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Few of them boasted

any significant concentrations of the Creative Class, save for visitors

on vacation. The Service Class also dominated employment in a

number of metros that were a far cry from tourist meccas, like

Shreveport, Louisiana; Rapid City and Sioux Falls, South Dakota;

Bismarck and Grand Forks, North Dakota; Pittsfield, Massachusetts;

Utica, New York; Chico, California; and Victoria, Laredo, Killeen,

and Lubbock, Texas. The economic and social future of these non-

tourist destinations, I wrote then, was troubling to contemplate.
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Figure 11.8  The Service Class by Metro, 2010

Table 11.8  Top Twenty Service Class Metros, 2010

Metro Service Class Share

Myrtle Beach-Conway-North Myrtle Beach, SC 64.9%
Ocean City, NJ 62.7%
Atlantic City, NJ 62.0%
Punta Gorda, FL 60.9%
Naples-Marco Island, FL 59.3%
Las Vegas-Paradise, NV 59.1%
Laredo, TX 58.3%
Brownsville-Harlingen, TX 57.9%
Cape Coral-Fort Myers, FL 57.3%
Deltona-Daytona Beach-Ormond Beach, FL 57.2%
Ocala, FL 57.1%
Missoula, MT 56.3%
Barnstable Town, MA 56.1%
Dover, DE 55.9%
Panama City-Lynn Haven, FL 55.7%
Pittsfield, MA 55.7%
McAllen-Edinburg-Pharr, TX 55.6%
Sebastian-Vero Beach, FL  55.3%
Norwich-New London, CT 55.0%
Jacksonville, NC 54.8%

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick.

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.



Figure 11.8 charts the Service Class across US metros. Tourist

destinations Myrtle Beach, Ocean City, Atlantic City, Punta Gorda

and Naples, Florida, and Las Vegas, continue to top the list. But

non-tourist destinations like Laredo, Brownsville, and McAllen,

Texas, are present as well (see Table 11.6). These places continue

to have among the least resilient and most vulnerable economies

of anywhere.

The Role of Skills

One of the more interesting developments to occur since the orig-

inal edition of this book appeared is our improved ability to zero

in more precisely on the underlying skills that inform Creative

Class and other types of work, allowing us to make finer distinc-

tions and better understand the underlying nature of work. This

was made possible by the incredible Occupational Information

Network (or O*NET)4 database developed by the Bureau of Labor

Statistics, which provides richly detailed information on the mix

and level of skills required for more than 800 occupations. My col-

leagues and I, as well as several other research groups, have used

these data to identify the fundamental skills underlying Creative

Class and other types of work, to chart the economic returns to

these core skills, and ultimately to map their distribution across

the US economic landscape.

There are three core types of skills. The first is one we are all fa-

miliar with—basic physical skill of the sort associated with tradi-

tional work. Its attributes include good hand-to-eye coordination,

strength, and dexterity. 

The other two types of skills are associated with Creative Class

work. The second basic skill type—cognitive skill—is reasonably

well understood. It involves the ability to acquire knowledge, pro-

cess information, and solve problems. This basic intellectual and
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analytical horsepower has been identified as the core skill under-

pinning the knowledge economy by writers from Peter Drucker and

Daniel Bell to Robert Reich and Charles Murray.5

However, there is a third type of skill set that is less well under-

stood, or even talked about, but even more critical. The O*NET

system defines its core attributes as the “capacities used to work

with people to achieve goals.” My colleagues and I dubbed it social

skill, or, to put it a bit more accurately, “social intelligence.” Its

salient characteristics are discernment, communications abilities,

leadership, awareness, and the like. These are more than just people

skills. Bartending, retail clerking, and waiting tables may require

sociability and pleasantness, but not social intelligence. Highly de-

veloped social skills include the capacity to bring the right people

together on a project, persuasion, social perceptiveness, the ability

to help develop other people, and a developed sense of empathy.

These are the leadership skills that are needed to innovate, mobilize

resources, build effective organizations, and launch new firms. So-

cial skill and analytical skill are highly complementary—and indeed,

the very highest paying jobs, and the most robust economies, usually

require exceptional skills in both realms.

Even a cursory glance at the relationship between these skills and

income confirms how far the US economy has evolved beyond the

industrial age and toward the Creative Economy. Analytic and so-

cial skills add greatly to wages and salaries, according to our analy-

sis. Occupations that rank in the top quartile of analytic skill pay

$25,600 more than those in the lowest quartile, on average; those

that rank in the top quartile of social skill pay $34,600 more than

those in the lowest 25 percent. Occupations in the top quartile of

physical skill, on the other hand, pay $13,600 less than those that

demand the least physical skill. That’s not to say that an individual

construction worker will make less as he or she becomes more

skilled—the opposite is true. But by choosing an occupation in

which physical skill is predominant, workers are, by and large,
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isolating themselves from the more dynamic and higher-paying

parts of the economy. Higher levels of analytical and social skill are

associated with higher wages, and not just for Creative Class work

but for Working and Service Class jobs as well.

What’s even more telling is the way that skills are distributed ge-

ographically. This has been probed in a series of fascinating studies

by the University of Toronto economists William Strange, Marigee

Bacolod, and Bernardo Blum; the economic geographer Allen Scott

of UCLA; and my own team.6 Jobs requiring physical skill cluster

in smaller and medium-sized metro areas—industrial centers where

land for factories is relatively inexpensive. Jobs featuring analytic

skills are sparse in these places and heavily concentrated in the

largest metro areas, indicating rising benefits from having larger

numbers of well-educated, highly intelligent people working close

together. And jobs requiring the highest level of social skill are the

most concentrated in the very largest metro areas. In fact, these skills

seem to grow ever-more essential as local economies grow larger

and more complex. What this research has helped us understand

is that it is not just the accumulation of knowledge or cognitive abil-

ity that drives the growth of cities, but the additional clustering of

social-intelligence skill. This clustering of social-intelligence skill

increases the quality of the combinations and recombinations that

drive innovation and economic growth. In this sense, cities are like

brains: their growth and development require the development of

an increasingly dense web of synaptic connections.

We’ve known for a while that the cities and metros that attract

the most highly educated populations prosper. But brainpower

alone only tells part of the story. Even more key is being able to

marshal and focus all that raw intelligence, the ability to inspire

disparate groups of people to focus on a common goal, to persuade

venture capitalists to underwrite a new idea or product and the

public to buy shares in your company. 
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Think of it as the Steve Jobs side of cities. Jobs was certainly smart,

though being a college dropout, he wouldn’t have been captured

by the standard economists’ measure of human capital. But his an-

alytical intelligence wasn’t what made him who he was. Most of all,

he was a connector and resource mobilizer, the quintessential at-

tributes of an entrepreneur. When he toured Xerox’s famous PARC

laboratory, he saw all the various components of a personal com-

puter waiting there to be put together. He enlisted Steve Wozniak

and others to help him with the task and attracted venture capital

to pay for it. What he possessed and what cities enable, in addition

to cognitive skills, are the critical social or relational skills required

for true innovation and creative destruction.

As many benefits as the Creative Class brings to cities, metros,

and regions, they’re not equally shared. The correlation between

Creative Class and Working Class metros was negative and signifi-

cant in 2002, and it has increased today, indicating that the different

classes were and are continuing to sort themselves into distinct

regional centers.7 These patterns cut across the lines of race, na-

tionality, and sexual orientation. Creative Class people of varied

backgrounds are increasingly clustering in the same kinds of metros.

More African American members of the Creative Class may head

for Washington DC and Atlanta, and gay members may favor San

Francisco, but all are attracted to regions with considerable con-

centrations of their own class. 

The new geography of class might be giving rise to a new form

of segregation—different from racial segregation or the old schism

between central city and suburb, and perhaps even more threat-

ening to national unity. Over the past decade and especially since

the economic meltdown of 2008, this trend has only become more

pronounced.
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C H A P T E R  1 2

The 3T’s of 

Economic 

Development

The key to understanding the new economic geography of

creativity and its positive effects on economic outcomes is

what I call the 3T’s of economic development: technology,

talent, and tolerance. Each is a necessary but by itself insufficient

condition for prosperity; for real innovation and sustained eco-

nomic growth a place must offer all three. The 3T’s explain why

some cities fail to grow, despite their deep reservoirs of technology

and world-class universities: they have not been sufficiently tol-

erant and open to attract and retain top creative talent. The in-

terdependence of the 3T’s also explains why others do not make

the grade, even though they are lifestyle meccas: they lack the re-

quired technology base. The most successful places put all 3T’s

together. Together, these 3T’s comprise my Creativity Index, an

updated version of which I present at the end of this chapter. The

appendix provides updated data for all 3T’s and the Creativity

Index for all US metros.
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Technology

The first and also the least controversial of the T’s is technology.

Economists agree that technology is key to growth. First Karl Marx

and then Joseph Schumpeter recognized that advances in technol-

ogy are what enable capitalism to constantly revolutionize itself.

“Capitalism not only never is but never can be stationary,” Schum-

peter wrote in 1942. MIT’s Robert Solow won a Nobel Prize for his

work that isolated technology as the driving force of growth. From

new inventions like software, robotics, and biotechnology to im-

provements in manufacturing systems and processes, technology

makes economies and societies more efficient and productive.1

Figure 12.1 shows how US metros stack up on the updated Tech-

nology Index. The index is a composite of the Milken Institute’s

Tech-Pole Index, a measure of high-tech industry, plus two mea-

sures of regional innovation, patents per capita and average annual

patent growth.

Silicon Valley, home to leading-edge technology companies

from Intel, Apple, and Cisco to Google and Facebook, and the

world’s largest center for venture capital, has been widely acknowl-

edged as the nation’s dominant center for high-tech innovation

and entrepreneurship since the 1970s. But on the 2010 version of

the Technology Index, its hegemony has been supplanted by

greater Seattle—the home of Microsoft, Amazon, and many other

high-tech powerhouses. San Jose takes second, followed by the

greater San Francisco metro, which has gained ground as large

numbers of key high-tech talent and firms have come to prefer

more urban locations (a subject I will return to in greater detail

in Chapter 15). Portland, Oregon, is fourth, and Austin, is fifth,

followed by Raleigh, San Diego, and then Durham, at the other

end of the Research Triangle from Raleigh. Boston and Boulder
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round out the top ten. Completing out the top twenty are Burling-

ton, Tucson, Provo, Corvallis, Huntsville, Poughkeepsie (home to

IBM), Minneapolis–St. Paul, Madison, Oxnard–Thousand Oaks,

and Manchester, New Hampshire (near Boston’s Route 128).

In the original edition of this book, I noted the close correlations

between the Creative Class and our technology indicators, and con-

versely the negative associations between high-tech and the Working

Class. The same basic pattern continues a decade later, only it is even

more accentuated. The Creative Class makes up more than 35 per-

cent of the workforce in fourteen of the top twenty Technology

Index metros, and exceeds 40 percent in six of them. The Creative

Class remains positively correlated with all of the various measures
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Figure 12.1  The Technology Index by Metro, 2010

Source: Analysis by Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson. See the appendix for full 
detail on sources.



of high-tech industry and innovation, whereas the correlations with

Working Class share are negative across the board.2

The changing geography of US innovation can be seen in Figure

12.2, which is constructed from data charting trends in innovation

(based on patents) for the top 10 US metros over roughly the past

three decades, 1976 to 2009.3 The level of innovation has fallen off

considerably in older industrial regions like Pittsburgh and Detroit

and in Sun Belt regions like Dallas and Houston. During the same

period, innovation increased substantially in high-tech regions like

Silicon Valley, San Francisco, and Seattle, and also in Los Angeles.

Two other large regions—New York and Chicago—saw dramatic

growth in the late 1990s, followed by precipitous drops in the 2000s

that erased those gains. Overall, American innovation has become

more geographically concentrated and spikier.

Talent

The second T is talent. Economists agree that skilled, ambitious, ed-

ucated, and entrepreneurial people—whom they refer to as human

capital—are a central force in economic progress. Whereas my orig-

inal measure of talent combined the Creative Class and the conven-

tional measure of human capital, essentially the number of college

graduates, our updated index counts only the Creative Class. In

the original edition of this book, I found a close association be-

tween Creative Class share, the Talent Index, and levels of high-

tech companies and of innovations. The same is true today.

Tolerance

Tolerance is the third T. Economists have long recognized that di-

versity is important to economic performance, but they have usually

231T H E  3 T ’ S  O F  E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T



meant the diversity of firms or industries. The economist John

Quigley, for instance, argues that regional economies benefit from

the location of a diverse set of firms and industries.4 Jane Jacobs

was among the first to highlight the role of diversity of both firms

and people in powering innovation and city growth.5 Tolerance and

openness to diversity is part and parcel of the broad cultural shift

toward post-materialist values identified by Ronald Inglehart.6

New ideas are generated most efficiently in places where different

cognitive styles are tolerated—and different cognitive styles are

linked to demographic diversity, as University of Michigan econ-

omist Scott Page has shown.7 Tolerance—or, broadly speaking,

openness to diversity—provides an additional source of economic
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Table 12.1  Top Twenty Metros on the Technology Index, 2010

Technology Index
Metro Score

1 Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA .996

2 San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA .983

3 San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont, CA .976

4 Portland-Vancouver-Beaverton, OR .956

5 Austin-Round Rock, TX .955

6 Raleigh-Cary, NC .952

7 San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA .945

8 Durham, NC .940

9 Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH .933

10 Boulder, CO .920

11 Burlington-South Burlington, VT .918

12 Tucson, AZ .912

13 Provo-Orem, UT .909

14 Corvallis, OR .898

15 Huntsville, AL .894

16 Poughkeepsie-Newburgh-Middletown, NY .893

17 Minneapolis-St. Paul-Bloomington, MN-WI .891

18 Madison, WI .891

19 Oxnard-Thousand Oaks-Ventura, CA .886

20 Manchester-Nashua, NH .885

Source: Analysis by Kevin Stolarick. See the appendix for full detail on sources.



advantage that works alongside technology and talent. The places

that are most open to new ideas and that attract talented and cre-

ative people from across the globe broaden both their technology

and talent capabilities, gaining a substantial economic edge.

Most economists tend to see technology and talent as fixed stocks,

like raw materials or natural resources, but the reality is that they

are flows. Unlike seams of coal or natural harbors, talented people

are not forever wedded to one place; they are mobile factors—they

can and do move around. The fact that some places are better than

others at generating, attracting, and holding onto talent has every-

thing to do with how open, diverse, and tolerant they are. Our work

finds a strong correlation between, on the one hand, places that are

welcoming to immigrants, artists, gays, bohemians, and socioeco-

nomic and racial integration, and, on the other, places that expe-

rience high-quality economic growth. Economists speak of the
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Figure 12.2  The Changing Geography of Innovation, 1976–2009 

Source: US Patent and Trademark Office, various years. Data processed by Debbie
Strumsky. Additional analysis and graph by Kevin Stolarick.

Patent Applications by Metro Region
1976–2009 (3 year moving average)



importance of industries having low entry barriers, so that new

firms can easily enter and keep the industry vital. Similarly, I think

it’s important for a place to have low entry barriers for people—

that is, to be a place where newcomers are accepted quickly into

all sorts of social and economic arrangements. Such places gain a

creativity advantage. All else being equal, they are likely to attract

and retain the sorts of people who power innovation and growth

(see Figure 12.3 and Table 12.2).

Openness to entrepreneurial individuals from around the globe

is a fabled hallmark of the United States. Immigrants have been

overrepresented among America’s leading entrepreneurs since the

days of the steel magnate Andrew Carnegie. The Hungarian Jew

Andy Grove founded Intel in the 1960s; over the past two decades,

immigrants have been among the principals of more than half of
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Figure 12.3  The Foreign-Born Index by Metro, 2010 

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2005–09. Analysis by Kevin
Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.



all Silicon Valley start-ups—like Google’s Sergey Brin, who hails

from Russia; Hotmail’s Sabeer Bhatia, who grew up in Bangalore;

Yahoo’s Taiwan-born Jerry Yang; and eBay’s Pierre Omidyar, who

was born in Paris, France. Omidyar’s highly talented parents, a

surgeon and a linguistics professor, had immigrated to Paris from

Iran; they moved on to the United States when Omidyar was six.

Even though immigrants make up just 12 percent of the US pop-

ulation, they generate more than 25 percent of its global patents

and account for nearly one-half (47 percent) of its science and en-

gineering workers with PhDs.

With the economic crisis, some pundits and a growing share of

Americans have come to believe that legal and illegal immigrants
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Table 12.2  Top Twenty Metros on the Foreign-Born Index, 2010

Foreign-Born
Rank Metro Index Score

1 Miami-Fort Lauderdale-Miami Beach, FL .365

2 San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA .356

3 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, CA .342

4 El Centro, CA .315

5 Salinas, CA .296

6 San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont, CA .291

7 McAllen-Edinburg-Pharr, TX .286

8 Laredo, TX .279

9 New York-Newark-Edison, NY-NJ-PA .276

10 El Paso, TX .266

11 Yuma, AZ .250

12 Merced, CA .247

13 Brownsville-Harlingen, TX .244

14 Stockton, CA .231

15 Naples-Marco Island, FL .229

16 San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA .227

17 Visalia-Porterville, CA .226

18 Santa Barbara-Santa Maria-Goleta, CA .222

19 Oxnard-Thousand Oaks-Ventura, CA .220

20 Napa, CA .215

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2005–09. Analysis by Kevin
Stolarick. 



alike are taking jobs away from Americans and pushing down

wages. In recent years, Arizona, Alabama, and several other states

have instituted draconian measures to restrict immigration. But in

fact there are more high-skill immigrants in the United States than

low-skill ones, according to a June 2011 Brookings Institution

report.8 “In 1980, just 19 percent of immigrants aged 25 to 64 held

a bachelor’s degree, and nearly 40 percent had not completed high

school,” the report finds. “By 2010, 30 percent of working-age im-

migrants had at least a college degree and 28 percent lacked a high

school diploma.” Compared with their US-born counterparts, the

report continues, “low-skilled immigrants have higher rates of em-

ployment and lower rates of household poverty.” In more than four

in ten of the nation’s largest 100 metro areas, such as Washington,

DC, and San Francisco, college educated immigrants outnumber

those that did not complete high school by at least 25 percent.

Even more than its natural resources, native ingenuity, or other

factors, what stood at the heart and soul of US prosperity historically

is its openness to hardworking, ambitious, and talented immigrants

of all stripes. And that includes low-skill immigrants. Careful studies

by economist Giovanni Peri of the University of California at Davis

have found that immigrants add rather than detract from American

prosperity for the simple reason that “the skill composition of im-

migrants is complementary to that of natives.” At the low-skill end

of the spectrum, immigrants specialize in “manual intensive tasks

such as cooking, driving, and building” that their American coun-

terparts tend not to do, specializing instead in “in language-intensive

tasks such as dispatching, supervising and coordinating.” At the

high-skill end of the spectrum, immigrants bring scientific, tech-

nical, and entrepreneurial skills that are in short supply and vital

for America’s innovative and entrepreneurial engine. A “more mul-

ticultural urban environment,” Peri concludes, “makes U.S.-born

citizens more productive.”9
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The Gay Index

When I first started looking at the patterns of economic develop-

ment, I never imagined I would find connections between gay de-

mography and high-tech industry. Then, as I recounted in the

introduction to the first edition of this book, I met Gary Gates, who,

along with economists Dan Black, Seth Sanders, and Lowell Taylor,

had created a new measure that he called the Gay Index.10 Gates

has since become the world’s leading authority on gay and lesbian

demographic patterns; he is co-author of The Gay and Lesbian Atlas

and a researcher at UCLA’s Williams Institute. 

Building upon a report Gates and I wrote for the Brookings In-

stitution, the original edition of this book noted that the Gay Index11

was closely associated with regional clusterings and concentrations

of high-tech industry, as well as with its growth.12 Four of the regions

that ranked in the top ten for high-technology growth from 1990 to

1998 also ranked in the top ten on the Gay Index in both 1990 and

2000.13 In addition, we found that the correlation between the Gay

Index (measured in 1990) and the High-Tech Index (calculated for

each year from 1990–2000) increased over time, suggesting that

the benefits of openness to gays actually compounds.

Some of our critics argued that our results might be biased by

the unique situation of San Francisco, which ranked highly (number

1, in fact) on both measures at the time. To check for this, we re-

moved San Francisco from the analysis. The findings remained vir-

tually the same. In fact, the correlation between the Gay Index and

high-tech industry was strengthened. Overall, twelve of the top

twenty Gay Index regions continued to rank among the top twenty

high-tech regions, and ten of the top twenty Gay Index regions

numbered among the top twenty centers for the Creative Class.

The Gay Index was positively associated with the Creative Class in
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both periods; but it was negatively associated with the Working

Class.14 Figure 12.4 and Table 12.3 show the updated Gay-Lesbian

Index for US metros.

It’s amazing how consistently people have misconstrued what

Gates and I have to say about the connection between gays and

economic growth. Many seem to think we believe the connection

is linear. But not once have either of us ever said that gays literally

cause high-tech growth. Rather, we see a strong and vibrant gay

community as a solid leading indicator of a place that is open to

many different kinds of people. If gays feel comfortable in a place,

then immigrants and ethnic minorities probably will, too, not to

mention eggheads, eccentrics, and all the other non-white-bread

types who are the sources of new ideas. As Bill Bishop put it, “Where

gay households abound, geeks follow.”15

Ronald Inglehart, who has studied the relationship between cul-

ture and economic growth for some four decades, has noted that
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Figure 12.4  The Gay/Lesbian Index by Metro, 2009 

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2005–09. Analysis by Kevin
Stolarick. Map by Zara Metheson.



the lack of societal acceptance of gays is the most significant re-

maining bastion of intolerance and discrimination around the

world. Accordingly, places that accept gays are also likely to be ac-

cepting of all different types of people. Gates himself always said

that gays can perhaps best be thought of as the veritable “canaries”

of our high-tech, Creative Class centers.

My close friend Terry Nichols Clark, a sociologist at the University

of Chicago, offered a more reasoned and nuanced critique of our

findings on gays and high-tech location.16 Using detailed information

from thousands of US counties, Clark found that “gay relations with

jobs appear strong in large metro areas, but fall in smaller metro

areas.” Gates and I have no quarrel with Clark’s county-level results.

It’s in fact exactly why we designed our research the way we did.

Metro areas are natural economic units, designated based on the

journey to work. People can easily live in one county and commute

to another. The metro, not the county, is the more appropiate unit

from which to view the role of tolerance and diversity.

The Bohemian Factor

A number of studies have pointed to the role of amenities in eco-

nomic growth. An early one by Paul Gottlieb found a relationship

between the presence of amenities and high-tech companies in

New Jersey.17 Another by the economists Dora Costa and Matthew

Kahn found that high-income power couples preferred locations

with high levels of amenities.18 In a detailed study of the rise of the

consumer city, Edward Glaeser and his collaborators concluded:

“The future of most cities depends on their being desirable places

for consumers to live. As consumers become richer and firms be-

come mobile, location choices are based as much on their advan-

tages for workers as on their advantages for firms.”19 An April 2000
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story in the Economist, “The Geography of Cool,” pointed out that

cities that had long been centers of culture and fashion, from New

York to Berlin, had also emerged as leading destinations for talented

people and centers of certain new technology-intensive industries.20

All this was highly suggestive, but I wanted a more direct measure

for a place’s artistic and creative climate.

One day Stolarick and I were sitting at my kitchen table in Pitts-

burgh, discussing our research on tolerance and economic growth,

when I blurted out a question: Could we actually chart the locations

where working artists, writers, designers, musicians, actors, and

the like cluster? The Bohemian Index that we created, as I noted

back in 2002, turned out to be quite strongly associated with both
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Table 12.3  Top Twenty Metros on the Gay/Lesbian Index, 2009

Gay/Lesbian
Rank Metro Index

1 San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont, CA 2.22

2 Burlington-South Burlington, VT 1.82

3 Barnstable Town, MA 1.80

4 Portland-South Portland, ME 1.78

5 Ithaca, NY 1.74

6 Santa Rosa-Petaluma, CA 1.68

7 Portland-Vancouver-Beaverton, OR-WA 1.63

8 Santa Fe, NM 1.63

9 Flagstaff, AZ 1.58

10 Santa Cruz-Watsonville, CA 1.55

11 Springfield, MA 1.50

12 Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA 1.50

13 Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH 1.48

14 Billings, MT 1.47

15 Greeley, CO 1.47

16 Boulder, CO 1.46

17 Austin-Round Rock, TX 1.45

18 Asheville, NC 1.45

19 Napa, CA 1.45

20 San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA 1.41

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2005–09. Analysis by Kevin
Stolarick.



high-technology and economic growth.21 Five of the top ten and

twelve of the top twenty Bohemian Index regions numbered among

the nation’s top twenty high-technology regions. Eleven of the top

twenty Bohemian Index regions ranked among the top twenty

most-innovative regions.22 A region’s 1990 Bohemian Index value

predicted both its high-tech industry concentration and its em-

ployment and population growth between 1990 and 2000.

Figure 12.5 updates the Bohemian Index for 2009. Los Angeles

takes the top spot, followed by New York, San Francisco, and Santa

Fe. The list also includes Nashville, Seattle, and Portland, Oregon;

Jersey City across the Hudson River from Manhattan; college towns

like Boulder, Austin, Santa Cruz, and Iowa City; and somewhat

less likely places like Stamford and Danbury, Connecticut; Pittsfield,

Massachusetts; and Orange County, California (see Table 12.4).

My Colbert Controversy

A study I conducted with Charlotta Mellander in 2007, utilizing

both the Gay Index and the Bohemian Index, earned me a berth

on a top-rated Comedy Central show. I wrote about it in Who’s

Your City? “A disturbing new study has found a solution to the

housing slump: Live next to gay people,” Steven Colbert declared

in his lead-in to our interview. “The study found that artistic, bo-

hemian, and gay populations increase housing values in the neigh-

borhoods and communities they inhabit,” he continued. “I guess

people these days want a house with a view of some goateed beatnik

playing his bongos while he smokes a clove cigarette and chisels a

sculpture of k.d. lang.” It might have been good fodder for late-

night TV, but the evidence didn’t lie. The Gay Index and the Bo-

hemian Index were amazing, indeed, shockingly powerful

predictors of regional housing prices.23
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There is no single national real estate market, and there are many

reasons some places are more expensive than others. One key factor

is income—where people have more money, they can buy more ex-

pensive housing. Housing prices tend to be higher in locations with

higher levels of high-tech industry, as in Silicon Valley. Amenities

and attractions—like scenic mountains or nearby beaches—also

drive housing prices higher, a correlation pinpointed in 1982 by the

economist Jennifer Roback, who found that amenities carried as

much weight in determining housing prices as land costs and

wages.24 Whether it’s a strip of beach or a chunk of Manhattan, prices

will increase in accord with the basic law of supply and demand.

Edward Glaeser and his colleagues found that housing prices

tend to rise faster than wages in cities. To explain this, they devised
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Figure 12.5  The Bohemian Index by Metro, 2009 

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2005–09. Analysis by Kevin
Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.



a formula that assumes that urban housing demands a premium

for both the improved productivity and the higher levels of ameni-

ties that are found in cities.25 But my research was telling me that

neither urban efficiencies nor location-specific amenities (beautiful

beaches, shopping, bike trails) told the whole story. 

“Want to know where a great place to invest in real estate will be

five or ten years from now?” a 2007 BusinessWeek article asked.

“Look at where artists are living now.”26 So we did. It really wasn’t

such a leap—urbanists have long recognized that gentrification

(and the higher housing prices that follow) is set in motion by

artists, creatives, and gays. Yet artistic and gay populations are rel-

atively small, and evidence of their relation to housing prices is

243T H E  3 T ’ S  O F  E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T

Table 12.4  The Top Twenty Metros on the Bohemian Index, 2009

Bohemian
Rank Metro Index

1 Los Angeles-Long Beach, CA 2.62

2 New York, NY 2.54

3 San Francisco, CA 2.46

4 Santa Fe, NM 2.45

5 Stamford-Norwalk, CT 2.11

6 Danbury, CT 1.78

7 Boulder-Longmont, CO 1.72

8 Jersey City, NJ 1.66

9 Santa Cruz-Watsonville, CA 1.57

10 Nashville, TN 1.51

11 Medford-Ashland, OR 1.47

12 Austin-San Marcos, TX 1.44

13 Seattle-Bellevue-Everett, WA 1.44

14 Iowa City, IA 1.41

15 Pittsfield, MA 1.37

16 Portland-Vancouver, OR, WA 1.36

17 Ventura, CA 1.36

18 Orange County, CA 1.35

19 Santa Barbara-Santa Maria-Lompoc, CA 1.35

20 Santa Rosa, CA 1.30

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2005–09. Analysis by Kevin
Stolarick.



limited. As of 2000, there were approximately 1.3 million bohemians

in the United States and 8.8 million self-identified gay and lesbian

people, totaling roughly 4 percent of the country’s adult population.

Can groups this small really be so highly associated with housing

prices?

Mellander and I looked closely at the associations between high-

tech industry, human capital, high-paid workers and occupations,

wages and incomes, and artist, bohemian, and gay populations

across more than 300 US metropolitan regions. We used statistical

techniques to isolate the correlations between each of these factors

on housing values as well. The results were striking. We found

that two factors combine to shape housing values. The first is

pretty obvious: income—the wealthier the residents, the pricier

the housing. But the correlation was to wealth, not salaries. Wages

alone, in the absence of capital gains and other earnings, had little

relation to housing values. For that matter, neither did levels of

education, human capital, the presence of a Creative Class, or the

mix of occupations.

The second and much larger factor is reflected by the combined

Bohemian-Gay Index, which merges the concentration of artists,

musicians, and designers with the concentration of gays and les-

bians in a region. Regardless of which variables we applied, what

version of the model we used, or which regions we looked at, the

concentration of bohemians and gays consistently had a substantial

correlation with housing values, even after controlling for income,

human capital, jobs, and city size.27

Many people believe that bohemians and gays do not cause

growth but are merely drawn to certain types of places. By using

path models—advanced statistical tools that relate independent,

intermediary, and dependent variables—we were able to isolate the

relationships between the bohemian and gay populations and other

factors on housing values, and on each other. Our initial findings
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were on target. The presence of bohemians and gays had a direct

relation to housing values and also to income levels. In other words,

the presence of these groups was not only related to higher housing

values, but to greater regional wealth as well.

Why would this be? For two reasons, each of which sheds further

light on the role of diversity, openness, and tolerance in regional

growth and development. Artists and bohemians not only produce

amenities but are attracted to places that have them. As selective

buyers with eyes for amenities, authenticity, and aesthetics, they

tend to concentrate in places where those things abound. The sec-

ond reason is even more important: the openness that gay and bo-

hemian populations not only reflect but signal. Places with large

bohemian and gay populations possess low barriers to entry, al-

lowing them to attract talent and human capital across racial, eth-

nic, and other lines. Artistic and gay populations also cluster in

communities that value open-mindedness and self-expression.

And, their status as historically marginalized groups means that

artistic and gay populations tend to be highly self-reliant and re-

ceptive to newcomers. They’ve had to build networks from scratch,

mobilize resources independently, and create their own organi-

zations and firms.

For all of these reasons, regions in which artists and gays have

migrated and settled are more likely than others to provide an en-

vironment that is more open to innovation, entrepreneurship, and

new firm formation. It’s not that gays and bohemians drive up

housing simply by paying more (just as they do not directly stim-

ulate the economy); their effect on housing prices, regional inno-

vation, and prosperity is less direct. Bohemian and gay residents

drive up housing values for the same reason they make areas more

productive and innovative: they create a feedback loop. Their pres-

ence signals that a location has the very characteristics that drive

innovation and growth, driving further innovation and growth.
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The Tolerance Index

In the original edition of this book we used a combined measure of

diversity and tolerance that we called the Composite Diversity Index

(or CDI).28 The CDI added together three diversity measures—the

Gay Index, the Melting Pot Index (a measure of the concentration

of immigrants), and the Bohemian Index. The CDI provided pow-

erful support for the basic notion that diversity and creativity work

together to power innovation and economic growth. Five of the top

ten regions on the CDI were also top-ten high-tech regions: San

Francisco, Boston, Seattle, Los Angeles, and Washington, DC. (see

Table 12.5). The statistical correlation between the High-Tech Index

and the CDI rankings was quite high,29 and even when we factored

in the percentage of college graduates in the region, population, and

measures of culture, recreation, and climate, the CDI had a signifi-

cant relationship to high-tech growth between 1990 and 1998.

For the updated paperback edition of this book in 2004, Stolarick

and I revised the CDI, creating a new measure we called the Tolerance

Index. In addition to the three key measures—the Gay Index, Bo-

hemian Index, and Foreign-Born Index, we added a fourth new

measure of the level of racial integration versus separation in a

metro area, which we dubbed the Integration Index (the appendix

provides a full description of its methodology). We did this because,

as I’ve already had occasion to mention, unlike most other kinds of

diversity, racial diversity is not associated with high-tech growth, in-

novation, and economic development. In fact my statistical research

consistently found a negative correlation between concentrations of

high-tech firms and the percentage of the nonwhite population, a

particularly disturbing finding in light of the positive role that other

dimensions of diversity play. The Creative Economy apparently does

little to ameliorate the traditional divide between the white and non-

white segments of the population. It might even make it worse. 
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Seattle topped the list on our new Tolerance Index in 2004, followed

by Portland, Oregon; Boston, Minneapolis, and Providence. San

Francisco, Austin, Denver, Orlando, and Los Angeles rounded out

the top ten.

For this edition, we have revised the Tolerance Index slightly, re-

moving the Bohemian Index from it. We did so because we believe

that the Bohemian Index is already captured in our measure of the

Creative Class, which includes the same arts and culture-related

occupations that comprise the Bohemian Index. The 2010 Tolerance

Index includes three key variables—the share of immigrants or

foreign-born residents, the Gay Index, and the Integration Index

(see Figure 12.6).
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Figure 12.6  The Tolerance Index by Metro, 2010 

Source: Analysis by Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson. See the appendix for full 
detail on sources.



San Diego is the top-ranked metro on the updated Tolerance

Index, followed by Napa, Santa Rosa, Santa Cruz, and Santa Fe (see

Table 12.5). Ithaca, Oxnard-Thousand Oaks, Cape Coral, Florida;

Boulder, and Ann Arbor round out the top ten. Miami, Las Vegas,

Portland, San Francisco, and Boston all rank in the top twenty.

Seattle, Phoenix, Los Angeles, Orlando, and greater Washington,

DC, all make the top thirty.

The relationship between tolerance and economic growth has

been confirmed by several independent studies. Meric Gertler and

Tara Vinodrai, working in collaboration with Gary Gates and me,

found that the relationship between bohemians and high-tech

growth not only held but was in fact markedly stronger among
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Table 12.5  Top Twenty Metros on the Tolerance Index, 2010

Tolerance
Rank Metro Index Score

1 San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA .751

2 Napa, CA .747

3 Santa Rosa-Petaluma, CA .739

4 Santa Cruz-Watsonville, CA .738

5 Santa Fe, NM .726

6 Ithaca, NY .723

7 Oxnard-Thousand Oaks-Ventura, CA .708

8 Cape Coral-Fort Myers, FL .702

9 Boulder, CO .701

10 Ann Arbor, MI .693

11 Miami-Fort Lauderdale-Miami Beach, FL .692

12 Greeley, CO .691

13 Trenton-Ewing, NJ .690

14 Fresno, CA .687

15 Las Vegas-Paradise, NV .686

16 Portland-Vancouver-Beaverton, OR-WA .684

17 San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont, CA .683

18 Worcester, MA .680

19 Carson City, NV .679

20 Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH .678

Source: Analysis by Kevin Stolarick. See the appendix for full detail on sources.



Canadian regions.30 Independent research by the Australian think

tank National Economics discovered the relationship among gays,

bohemians, and tech growth to be quite substantial in their com-

parative analysis of Australian regions and urban centers. The Tol-

erance Index continues to be closely associated with many sorts of

positive regional outcomes, from Creative Class share, innovation,

and high-tech industry to higher regional incomes and wages, and

even the level of happiness and well-being.31

Are You Open to Experience?

Psychologists have long noted the connection between self-expression

and creativity. A large body of literature shows a strong correlation

between the high levels of creativity that are found in artists, sci-

entists, and entrepreneurs and a personality type that is curious

and open to new experiences. “The Geography of Personality,” a

pathbreaking study by two psychologists, Jason Rentfrow of Cam-

bridge University and Sam Gosling of the University of Texas,

examined the geographic clustering of what psychologists dub

the Big Five personality types: agreeableness, conscientiousness,

extraversion, neuroticism, and openness to experience. Based on

a large-scale survey of more than 600,000 people, they found that

people with high levels of the open-to-experience characteristic

were both more mobile and much more likely to cluster in specific

geographic areas. Open-to-experience people were more likely

to “attempt to escape the ennui experienced in small-town envi-

ronments by relocating to metropolitan areas where their interests

in cultures and needs for social contact and stimulation are more

easily met.” In other words, they move to and cluster in places

that welcome them and offer them lots of exciting experiences

and stimuli. They may not do this by design, but over time, certain

areas develop large clusters of these kinds of people and more
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and more begin to reflect the characteristics that are associated

with them.

A 2011 study by Rentfrow, “The Open City,” explored the dis-

tribution of open-to-experience personality types by metro.32 Table

12.6 shows the top ten and bottom ten metros on this score. San

Francisco has the nation’s largest concentration of open-

to-experience people, followed by Los Angeles, Austin, New York,

and San Diego. Each of these metros has a considerable concentra-

tion of the Creative Class. Of the top ten open-to-experience metros,

only one, Las Vegas, has a low level of the Creative Class—it appears

to be relatively unique in providing employment for open-to-

experience people in the nightlife and gaming industries that lie out-

side the Creative Class occupations. At the opposite end of the spec-

trum, Detroit, Minneapolis, Cleveland and Columbus, and Pittsburgh

have the nation’s smallest concentrations of open-to-experience

people. In research conducted jointly with Rentfrow, my team utilized

even larger surveys to map the concentration and clustering of per-

sonality types within large cities and metropolitan areas like New

York, Los Angeles, Toronto, and others. Confirming Rentfrow’s and

Gosling’s original insight, we found extreme concentrations of open-

to-experience people in downtown urban neighborhoods.

Seeing the strong clustering of personality types and learning more

about the relationship between psychology and place caused a subtle

shift in my own thinking. All my professional life, I’d looked at the

ways that social and economic factors shape the world. I’d never

thought that much about psychology—and certainly not about the

ways that personal proclivities might affect innovation or economic

development. But all of a sudden it was dawning on me that psy-

chology plays a central role.

For years, I had sought to develop better and more refined mea-

sures of what economists refer to as human capital or skill. My

measures of the Creative Class were my attempts to do just that. But

psychology identifies another key factor over and above the level of
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education or the kinds of work people do. Personality involves the

capacity to acquire and perform certain tasks competently and

effectively. The type of skills economists are interested in, Rentfrow

notes, “implies something that can be acquired with proper training,

talent, motivation, and resources.” But, he adds, “it’s more consistent

with personality theory to argue that personality traits predispose

people to acquire certain skills. For example, highly conscientious

people have a disposition to be detail oriented, plan ahead, or stay

organized. Openness influences people’s ability to acquire new skills

relatively quickly.” Obviously, some people are more creative or

more ambitious or more motivated than others. What separates a
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Table 12.6  Openness-to-Experience by Metro

Top 10 Creative Class Share

San Francisco 39.4%
Los Angeles 34.1%
Austin 34.4%
New York 35.8%
San Diego 35.6%
San Antonio 31.2% 
Nashville 31.8%
Las Vegas 22.7%
Tampa 33.0%
Denver 37.6%

Bottom 10 Creative Class Share

Detroit 34.5%
Minneapolis 37.7%
Cleveland 32.2%
Columbus 34.0%
Pittsburgh 31.7%
Indianapolis 33.0%
Kansas City 34.8%
St. Louis 33.6%
Memphis 28.5%
Cincinnati 31.8%

Source: Jason Rentfrow, “The Open City,” in Ake Andersson, David Andersson, and

Charlotta Mellander (eds.), Handbook of Cities and Creativity, London: Elgar, 2011, 

pp. 117–127.



Steve Jobs or a Bill Gates from most people is not their level of ed-

ucation or even the work they do; it is this “something else.”

To get at the effects of personality on regional economic growth,

my research team and I matched our metro-level data sets on in-

novation, human capital, and economic growth to Rentfrow’s data

on personality types. When Mellander and I ran correlations be-

tween openness-to-experience and these factors, we found that it

was modestly associated with the Creative Class, college grads, and

the Bohemian Index, and negatively associated with the Working

Class. Openness was a bit more strongly related to high-tech in-

dustry and immigrants, and quite a bit more so for the Gay Index.33

Rentfrow’s study found similar associations and the correlations

between openness-to-experience and three variables—the high-

tech industry, percent foreign-born, and the Gay Index—held up

even after controlling for the level of college graduates.34

Rentfrow’s research suggests that there is a psychological di-

mension to creative cities that contributes to their ethos and char-

acter. It is not just that people sort themselves into places where

they can find work, he notes; they seek out environments where

they can pursue their personal as well as their professional inter-

ests. Clusters of open-to-experience personalities are associated

with innovation, he suggests, because the “jobs at the center of

innovation . . . such as design, engineering, science, painting,

music, software development, writing and acting, appeal to indi-

viduals who are curious, creative, intellectual, imaginative, in-

ventive and resourceful. These professions are primarily

concerned with exploring, developing and communicating new

ideas, methods and products.” People who are high in openness

are also adventurous, he adds: they are likely to generate new per-

spectives on old issues and are comfortable with and adaptable

to change. It makes sense that places with high concentrations of

highly open individuals would also be places with disproportion-

ately large numbers of high-tech workers, artists, musicians, and
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designers, as well as foreign-born people and gays and lesbians,

who also signal a high level of openness.

The more I thought about it, the more the connection between

open places and open people became clear. At bottom, my measures

of gay and bohemian concentrations not only signaled exciting

amenity-rich places but places that had drawn broader clusters of

open-to-experience people from all walks of life. Openness was lit-

erally imprinted on their psychological and cultural DNA.

The Creativity Index

The Creativity Index is my overall measure of regional economic

potential. It combines the three major indexes discussed above:

the Technology Index, the Talent Index, and the Tolerance Index.

I use it as a baseline indicator of a region’s economic development

and longer-run economic potential (see Figure 12.7 and Table

12.7).

Boulder takes first place, followed by San Francisco and Boston.

Believe it or not, there is a three-way tie for fourth place—Seattle,

San Diego, and Ann Arbor. Rounding out the top ten are Corvallis,

Durham, greater Washington, DC, and suburban Trenton. Ithaca

is eleventh. And interestingly, Silicon Valley (San Jose) follows in

twelfth place. Portland, Worcester, Burlington, Austin, Hartford,

Minneapolis-St. Paul, Atlanta, and Tucson complete the top twenty.

Madison, Los Angeles, Denver, and Raleigh make the top one-third,

with New York City in thirty-first place.

Competing “Capitals”

In the original edition of this book, I cited the research of Robert

Cushing, a former University of Texas sociologist and statistician
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Table 12.7  Top Twenty Metros on the Creativity Index, 2010

Creativity Creativity Technology Talent Tolerance

Index Index Index Index Index

Rank Metro Score Rank Rank Rank

1 Boulder, CO .981 10 5 9

2 San Francisco-Oakland-

Fremont, CA .970 3 16 17

3 Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, 

MA-NH .968 9 9 20

4 Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA .961 1 22 22

4 San Diego-Carlsbad-

San Marcos, CA .961 7 37 1

4 Ann Arbor, MI .961 25 10 10

7 Corvallis, OR .959 14 8 25

8 Durham, NC .953 8 1 45

9 Washington-Arlington-

Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV .947 27 3 30

10 Trenton-Ewing, NJ .945 44 6 13

11 Ithaca, NY .937 61 4 6

12 San Jose-Sunnyvale-

Santa Clara, CA .933 2 2 71

13 Portland-Vancouver-

Beaverton, OR-WA .930 4 59 16

14 Worcester, MA .922 30 40 18

15 Burlington-South Burlington, VT .918 11 20 61

16 Austin-Round Rock, TX .916 5 54 34

16 Hartford-West Hartford-

East Hartford, CT .916 42 14 37

18 Minneapolis-St. Paul-

Bloomington, MN-WI .915 17 23 53

19 Atlanta-Sandy Springs-

Marietta, GA .912 23 33 42

20 Tucson, AZ .909 12 64 26

Source: Analysis by Kevin Stolarick. See the appendix for full detail on sources.



who undertook a systematic comparison of the three main theories

of regional growth—Glaeser’s human capital theory, Putnam’s social

capital theory, and my own, which he referred to as creative capital

theory. He built statistical models to determine the effects of human,

social, and creative capital on regional growth between 1990 and

2000, including separate measures of education and human capital;

occupation, wages, and hours worked; poverty and income inequal-

ity; innovation and high-tech industry; and creativity and diversity. 

His results were striking. He found no evidence that social capital

leads to regional economic growth; in fact, the effects were negative.

In a related study, he found that leading high-tech regions had

higher income and higher levels of growth but scored below average

on almost every measure of social capital. They had less trust, less

reliance on faith-based institutions, fewer clubs, less volunteering,
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less interest in traditional politics, and less civic leadership, but

much higher levels of “protest politics” and “diversity of friend-

ships.” In his own words, “conventional political involvement and

social capital seem to relate negatively to technological development

and higher economic growth.”

Both the human capital and creative capital models performed

much better, according to his analysis. Turning first to the human

capital approach, he found that though it did a good job of account-

ing for regional growth, “the interpretation is not as straightforward

as the human capital approach might presume.” Using creative oc-

cupations, bohemians, the Milken High-Tech Index, and innova-

tions as indicators of creative capital, he found that the creative

capital theory produced formidable results, with the predictive

power of the Bohemian and Innovation Indexes particularly high.

He concluded: “The creative capital model generates equally im-

pressive results as the human capital model and perhaps better.”35

Many other studies have confirmed his results since.

Even so, several critics have questioned the connection between

the Creative Class and regional growth. “Jobs data going back 20

years, to 1983,” wrote one of them in 2004, “show that Florida’s

top ten cities as a group actually do worse, lagging behind the na-

tional economy by several percentage points, while his so-called

least creative cities continue to look like economic powerhouses,

expanding 60% faster than his most creative cities during that

same period.”36

First off, it bears repeating that there is wide consensus that skill—

whether measured as human capital or the Creative Class—is the

primary factor in economic growth and development. But more

specifically, in my 2004 essay in Next American City titled “The

Great Creative Class Debate” and in my follow-up book The Flight

of the Creative Class, I reported the results of an analysis by Kevin

Stolarick that blew those jobs numbers out of the water.37 Stolarick
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examined the economic performance of two groups of regions. To

keep things comparable, he confined his analysis only to the forty-

nine regions that had more than 1 million people at the time. The

first group was composed of the top eleven performers on the 2004

version of the Creativity Index; the second group included the

eleven lowest-ranked regions. He used eleven instead of the more

common top ten because two of the lowest-ranked regions were tied. 

His findings speak for themselves. Between 1990 and 2000, the

creativity leaders generated three times as many jobs as the lowest-

ranked, 2.32 million versus 850,000 jobs. Even after controlling for

the fact that those regions employed more people, they still gener-

ated jobs at more than twice the rate of the others, 22 percent versus

11 percent. Still, looking at job creation alone can be misleading.

A place might create lots of jobs, but the quality of those jobs—the

wealth they generate and the salaries they pay—also matters. Sto-

larick’s analysis showed that the leading creative regions added

more than $100 billion in total wages between 1999 and 2002, more

than five times the $20 billion added by the lowest-ranked regions.

Workers in the leading creative regions averaged over $5,000 more

in wages and salaries than those in the lowest-ranked regions,

$40,091 versus $34,383. Wages in the top-ranked creative regions

grew at almost double the rate (5.1 percent) of the laggards (2.8

percent). This translates into a far better “raise” for workers in cre-

ative cities, who took home more than one-third (37 percent) more

money than their counterparts in lower-scoring regions, $5,125

versus $3,129.

I asked at the time: Which city would you put your money on to

be an economic powerhouse fifty years from now—Las Vegas,

which had among the fastest population growth in modern mem-

ory, or a Creative Class center like San Francisco? It’s true that be-

tween 1990 and 2000, Las Vegas ranked first in population growth

and third in job growth. But look at it today. Aside from perhaps
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Detroit, Las Vegas was the metro that was hardest hit by the eco-

nomic crisis of 2008, experiencing one of the worst housing crises

and staggeringly high unemployment. I would have made a heckuva

lot of money had my critics been willing to take the bet.

For this latest edition of this book, Stolarick updated the numbers

for the period 2005 through 2010, comparing the top ten and bot-

tom ten metros on the Creativity Index. Needless to say, the eco-

nomic crisis dramatically reshaped the jobs picture. The ten

lowest-ranked regions lost 5 percent of their jobs and the leaders

only showed slight gains. The picture for Creative Class jobs, how-

ever, was somewhat brighter. The leaders added 50,000 Creative

Class jobs, as compared to just 9,000 for the lowest-ranked metros.

Even controlling for population, the leaders added Creative Class

jobs at more than double the rate of the laggards, 8.0 versus 3.6 per-

cent. Average salaries were $12,631 higher in the top ten Creativity

Index metros, $54,207 versus $41,576 for the bottom ten regions,

growing by 27 percent in the former, compared to 20 percent in

the latter. And the earnings gap was considerably higher in the

most creative metros. Average salaries for Creative Class members

were a full 25 percent higher ($16,435) in the leading Creativity

Index regions, $82,242 versus $65,987.

Another set of critics questioned my theory on the grounds that

it was not related to population growth. Creative Class cities and

metros were not adding population as fast as many of their Sun

Belt peers. How could my theory be right, they asked, if its top cities

weren’t expanding? When interviewed for a story in the Boston

Globe in 2004, Edward Glaeser insisted that people prefer to live

in sunny, dry climates and that they actually like car-centered cities.

“In place of Florida’s ‘Technology, Talent, and Tolerance,’” the

story noted, “Glaeser proposes a different recipe, ‘Skills, Sun, and

Sprawl.’” In 2009, Glaeser wrote, “There is no variable that predicts

urban population growth in the 20th century better than January

temperature.”38
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Having more people or adding them at a faster rate might make

some city leaders and residents proud, but it is a terribly misleading

measure of economic growth. A decade ago, the urban economist

Paul Gottlieb coined a term for this disconnect between population

and economic growth: “growth without growth.”39 When Gottlieb

compared population growth to growth in real per-capita income

in the one hundred largest US metropolitan areas, he found that they

divided into four basic categories. Some—like Atlanta, Austin, and

Dallas—were above the national average in both categories. Others,

including many older Rust Belt metros, were below average in both.

But it’s the last two categories that were the deal breakers. Half of the

one hundred largest metros divided into “population magnets”

(places where populations grew but not income) and “wealth

builders” (where incomes rose much faster than populations).

Real economic growth comes not from population growth, but

from improvements in productivity. The gold standard for mea-

suring productivity is economic output per capita. To get at this,

Kevin Stolarick and I partnered with José Lobo, an urban econo-

mist at Arizona State University. When we compared the average

annual growth in population against average annual growth in

GDP per capita across America’s 350-plus metros between 2001

and 2010, we found virtually no correlation between the two.40 In

fact, the disconnect Gottlieb discovered had become even more

pronounced. Just one in three metro areas experienced gains in both

productivity and population that exceeded the national average—

and we found no statistical association at all between population

growth and productivity growth, either for metros or states. This

not only challenges the notion that population growth is a proxy

for economic growth; it puts the lie to development strategies that

encourage population growth as an end in itself. A rising popula-

tion can create a false illusion of prosperity, as it did in so many

Sun Belt metros, which built their house-of-cards economies

around housing construction and real estate development, leaving

259T H E  3 T ’ S  O F  E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T



ghost towns, mass unemployment, and empty public coffers in

their wake when the bubble inevitably burst.

How has Creative Class theory fared since the crisis of 2008? To

get at this, Charlotta Mellander and I examined the effect of the

Creative Class and other factors on the growth in regional economic

output between 2007 and 2010. We can start out with what’s not

associated with regional economic growth. The economic growth

of metros between 2007 and 2010 had little or no relationship to

population size, density, levels of innovation, wages, or places with

warmer summers. It had only a weak relationship to high-tech 

industry and a weak negative association with housing prices. The

most powerful factor in our analysis by far was Creative Class

share. The correlation between it and regional economic growth

was the strongest of any in our analysis.41 Despite the strong show-

ings posted by some traditional manufacturing metros like Elkhart,

Indiana, economic growth was much less likely to occur in metros

where the Working Class makes up a greater share of the workforce.

In fact, regional economic growth was negatively associated with

the share of Working Class jobs.

Despite hemming and hawing, mainly among non-academics,

it is well established that skill, talent, and what economists refer to

as human capital all drive economic development. My own work

is squarely in line with that view. Still, a number of economists

questioned my Creative Class measure. As we have seen, their con-

cern was that it was a warmed-over version of the standard educa-

tional measure of human capital. But as Chapter 3 has shown,

independent studies showed that although the two are indeed re-

lated, they measure different things; also, membership in the Cre-

ative Class adds to wages and salaries over and above the returns

to education. To reiterate, the standard educational attainment

measure does not account for individuals who are incredibly im-

portant to the economy but who for one reason or another did not
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go to or finish college, such as, for example, Bill Gates, Michael

Dell, and Steve Jobs. Also, the conventional educational measure

is too broad; it does not capture differences in types of skill. An 

occupation-based measure like mine has obvious empirical advan-

tages, as we have seen, in that it identifies more precisely the kinds

of skills or talent that add to regional productivity and wealth. My

occupation-based measure has the added advantage of providing

regions and their leadership with a practical tool that they can ac-

tually use to better identify, understand, and act on their unique

advantages and disadvantages. Occupational cluster analysis is a

tool that both complements industrial cluster analysis and goes be-

yond it in important ways.

Several careful empirical studies have compared my theory to

human capital theory. Two economists affiliated with the US De-

partment of Agriculture, David McGranahan and Timothy Wojan,

used sophisticated statistical techniques to gauge the effects of the

Creative Class versus human capital on regional growth. These

techniques, they note, allowed them to undertake a “critical exam-

ination of the most cutting critique of Florida’s analysis: that he is

merely substituting employment in highly skilled occupations as

a proxy for the endowment of human capital.” To do so, they used

systems of simultaneous equations rather than the conventional

simple regression models to control for the endogeneity of popu-

lation and employment growth as well as influences from a range

of other local conditions and attributes. Their key findings over-

whelmingly confirm the “strong independent influence on employ-

ment growth from both the initial share employed in the recast

creative class occupations and its growth over the decade. By con-

trast, the statistical association with human capital variables is quite

weak.” And they add: “The econometric test of the creative class

thesis provides strong support for the notion that creativity has an

effect on growth independent of the endowment of human capital.”42
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Another detailed study, this one investigating regional develop-

ment in the Netherlands, also found that the Creative Class con-

siderably outperformed the standard human capital measure in

accounting for employment growth. This led its authors to con-

clude that using Creative Class in analysis sets a “new standard”

for measuring skill and talent, especially when considering regional

labor productivity. “With our Dutch data set we do find evidence

that Florida’s creative class is a better predictor of city growth than

traditional education standards,” they wrote. “Therefore we con-

clude that Florida’s major contribution is his successful attempt

to create a population category that is a better indicator for levels

of human capital than average education levels or amounts of

highly educated people. The point is, as Florida stated, not which

or how much education people can boast of, but what they really

do in working life.”43

Other critics have said that my approach falls victim to the

proverbial chicken-and-egg problem. What typically come first,

these critics argue, are the jobs. Once a region has those, the

people—as well as the amenities, lifestyle, and tolerance—will follow.

One conventional economic developer put it this way: “Create the

jobs and diversity will follow.” As I have said before, jobs-versus-

people is a false dichotomy. The rationale behind my approach is

worth reiterating: skills and skilled people are an incredibly mobile

factor of production; they flow. The key question my theory poses

is: what are the factors that shape that flow and determine the di-

vergent levels of talent and skill across regions?

As far as I can determine, there are three basic answers. The first

argues that amenities attract human capital. For example, a study

by the economist Jesse Shapiro found that though “roughly 60 per-

cent of the employment growth effect of college graduates is due

to enhanced productivity growth,” the “rest” is “caused by growth

in quality of life,” adding that: “this finding contrasts with the com-
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mon argument that human capital generates employment growth

in urban areas solely through changes in productivity.” The second

centers on the university’s role in producing and concentrating

human capital. But how is it that some regions have great univer-

sities and substantial amenities (symphony, ballet, opera, museums,

professional sports, golf courses, and the like) but still experience

a significant outflow of talented people?

This led me to a third answer, which I believe provides an even

simpler and more basic explanation for the flow of talent and skill.

I say that the key factor in the divergence or flow of human capital

is the openness of a given place to human capital. If firms and mar-

kets benefit from low barriers to entry, why not people and labor

markets? Thus, the more open a place is, the more likely it is to at-

tract the kinds of people who power innovation and economic

growth. There are two reasons this should be so. First, such places

possess some underlying characteristics that allow individuals, in-

cluding entrepreneurs, to readily mobilize resources. And second,

they are oriented toward personal self-expression and openness to

experience, which psychological studies show is a key characteristic

of entrepreneurial behavior.

The most complete test of the Creative Class theory can be found

in a detailed study I conducted with Charlotta Mellander and Kevin

Stolarick entitled “Inside the Black Box of Regional Economic De-

velopment.” We devised it to be the fullest and most accurate test

of my theory versus human capital theory. We sought to show that

it is not just the endowment of skill and talent that matters but its

flow, and we wanted to test my notion that a low barrier to entry

for human capital—reflected by openness to diversity—is a key fac-

tor for both talent and regional growth.

We used an advanced statistical technique called path analysis

to examine the relative roles played by the Creative Class, the con-

ventional measure of human capital, and tolerance on two key
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elements of regional growth—regional income and wages. These

two measures can and do vary widely across metros. Wages refers

to pay for work; income is a broad measure of wealth that includes

capital gains, rents, interest, transfers, and the like, in addition to

wages. Naples, Florida, for example, a tourist and second-home

destination, has high income, of which only 32 percent comes

from wages. Silicon Valley has one of the highest income levels in

the nation, and more than 92 percent of it is made up of wages. In

this sense, wages are a more direct measure of local productivity.

Our study was designed to identify the effects of three key classes

of factors on regional incomes and wages. First, it tested for the dif-

ferential effects of educational human capital and occupational class,

enabling us to parse their relative effects vis-à-vis high-tech industry

and technological innovation, which have also been shown to affect

regional growth. Then, it tested for the effects of regional cultural and

institutional factors—amenities, university, and openness—on tal-

ent, technology, and ultimately on regional incomes and wages.

Our models enabled us to not only identify the direct effects of

these classes of factors but also to identify how they might relate

to one another indirectly through other variables. A big limit of

the standard regression techniques used in most studies is that they

do not allow for these indirect effects. The nuanced effects of vari-

ables that work through other variables cannot be ascertained; key,

if subtle, factors may register as insignificant. We did the analysis

for all 300-plus US metro areas, running varied permutations of

the model to examine the relative roles played by the Creative Class

versus human capital, the role of high-tech industry, and the ef-

fects of tolerance. We defined openness as a combination of bo-

hemian and gay concentrations. We added variables for technology

of different kinds—taking both high-tech industry and patents per

capita into account. We put all of that into our model and generated

results that help us better understand the dynamics of the so-called

black box of regional growth.
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What did we find? First and foremost, we found that the Creative

Class and human capital both play a role, but they seem to operate

through different channels. Human capital relates more strongly to

income, and the Creative Class relates more strongly to wages. This

is a critical difference, as wages are a better gauge not just of wealth,

which can be imported from elsewhere, but of the productivity of

a region. Human capital may reflect richer places, but it seems that

the Creative Class actually makes a place more productive.

In the next chapter, we will look at the Creative Class’s growing

global impact.
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Global Reach

I n March 2003, I traveled to New Zealand to address a major

forum on the future of the Creative Economy. I took advantage

of the opportunity to meet with Peter Jackson, the Academy

Award–winning director of the Lord of the Rings trilogy, at his stu-

dios in lush, green, otherworldly Wellington, a smallish but exciting

cosmopolitan city of roughly 400,000, and one certainly not pre-

viously considered a global cultural capital. But Jackson’s is one of

the world’s most sophisticated filmmaking complexes, and he built

it in his hometown of Wellington for a reason. He realized, he told

me, that the allure of the Rings movies could entice the best cine-

matographers, costume designers, sound technicians, computer

graphic artists, model builders, editors, and animators from all over

the world to relocate to New Zealand.

Jackson had figured out what many American cities discovered

during the 1990s: that paradigm-busting creative industries could

single-handedly change the way cities flourish while driving dy-

namic and widespread economic change. During my visit to

Wellington, I saw dozens of Americans from places like Berkeley

and MIT working alongside talented filmmakers from Europe and

Asia. Many had begun the process of establishing residency in New

Zealand, ready to relinquish their American citizenship for what



they saw as greener creative pastures. One of them, a digital wun-

derkind from Silicon Valley, told me he was launching his new

high-tech start-up in Wellington because of its technology infra-

structure, which for his purposes had advantages that trumped

even Silicon Valley. As we walked past a wall map with pins stuck

in it showing the studio workers’ native countries, the head of digital

animation joked that the organization looked more like the United

Nations than a film production studio.

My encounter with Jackson and his Wellington film complex had

a big effect on me. A decade ago, when I was preparing the first edi-

tion of this book, I focused almost exclusively on the United States.

I’m an American after all, and I knew my own country best. The

United States has lots of cities—several hundred metros overall—

so it provided a good test case on which to base my statistical re-

search on the role and effects of the Creative Class and of the 3T’s

on economic development. When the original edition of this book

came out, a number of commentators argued, and some still do,

that its main findings and implications had scant relevance for

other nations—especially ones that are smaller, have fewer large

cities, and whose populations are less mobile. But within just a cou-

ple of years, international researchers began applying my framework

to study the Creative Class in their own countries, confirming many

of my insights. That was what had gotten me invited to New Zealand

in the first place.

When I returned home, I immediately got to work with my col-

leagues and students to develop estimates of the Creative Class around

the world. That work led directly to two things—“Europe in the Cre-

ative Age,” a report I wrote with Irene Tinagli, the first serious census

and analysis of the global Creative Class, and a new metric, the Global

Creativity Index, which I unveiled in my 2004 book, The Flight of

the Creative Class.1 This chapter updates and revises them, this time

covering eighty-two nations across the world.2
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The Creative Class Around the World

Our statistics for the global Creative Class come from the Interna-

tional Labour Organization (ILO). The ILO collects the most de-

tailed available data on occupations, breaking the workforce down

into job categories like scientists and engineers, artists, musicians,

architects, engineers, managers, professionals, and so forth. Al-

though the ILO’s occupational categories and definitions differ

somewhat from the US-based statistics my team and I use in our

domestic research, they are consistent across nations and therefore

provide the best available measures of the extent and growth of

creative occupations worldwide.

The Creative Class numbers 300 million workers in the eighty-

two nations for which data are available. This is double the 150 mil-

lion I estimated in The Flight of the Creative Class in 2005, mainly

because our data now covers more countries. Still, this number

should be interpreted carefully. It is a very rough estimate that in

all likelihood still vastly underestimates the true number of Creative

Class workers worldwide.

Although the United States leads in the total number of Creative

Class workers, it ranks a dismal twenty-seventh in terms of its Cre-

ative Class share, with Creative Class workers making up roughly

35 percent of its workforce. (You will notice that this number differs

somewhat from the figure used in most of this book. In order to

make sure we are comparing apples to apples, this 35 percent Cre-

ative Class figure is based on the same ILO data we use for other

nations.)

The highest-ranking countries have close to one-half of their

workforce in the Creative Class. Singapore takes the top spot, with

47.3 percent of its workforce in the Creative Class, followed by the

Netherlands with 46.2 percent and Switzerland with 44.8 percent.

Australia is fourth, with 44.5 percent of its workforce in the Creative
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Class. Scandinavian and Northern European countries take many

of the top spots: Sweden (43.9 percent), Belgium (43.8 percent),

Denmark (43.7 percent), Finland (43.4 percent), Norway (42.1 per-

cent), and Germany (41.6 percent). Canada ranks twelfth, with 40.8

percent of its workforce in the Creative Class. Of the countries

with newly advanced economic development—the BRICs (Brazil,

Russia, India, China)—Russia ranks highest at twentieth (38.6 per-

cent), Brazil is fifty-seventh (18.5 percent), and China is seventy-

fifth (7.4 percent).

So much for countries: The real drivers of the Creative Economy

are cities and metros. Unfortunately, we lack a single organized

source of comparable data for cities worldwide—not just for the

Creative Class, but for lots and lots of other factors we would like to

measure. After Rise was published, researchers in a wide range of

countries undertook projects to collect Creative Class data for their

countries and regions.

A particularly notable effort to collect and organize data for

Canada, Western Europe, and the Nordic countries was organized

by Björn Asheim from Lund University in Sweden, with Ron

Boschma of Utrecht University; Phillip Cooke of Cardiff University;

Michael Fritsch of Friedrich-Schiller University, Jena; Meric Gertler

from the University of Toronto; Arne Isaksen of Norway’s University

of Agder; Mark Lorenzen of the Copenhagen Business School; and

Markku Sotarauta, University of Tampere, Finland. Using their

data, we can compile an illustrative list of the Creative Class in cities

and metro regions outside the United States. I need to emphasize

that this list is illustrative only—there are many Creative Class re-

gions, nations, and cities around the world where data are either

unavailable, have not been organized or published, or of which I

am not aware. Some of those cities may well have higher Creative

Class shares than any of the ones here. Table 13.1, compiled by Mel-

lander and me from the available data, shows twenty cities outside

the United States for which Creative Class data are available.3
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Table 13.1  The Creative Class in Global Cities

Creative Class
Region Country Share

Amsterdam Netherlands 46.0%

Stockholm Sweden 46.0%

Helsinki Finland 44.0%

Oxford UK 42.8%

Munich Germany 42.2%

London UK 41.2%

Cambridge UK 41.2%

Malmö-Lund Sweden 41.0%

Berlin Germany 39.3%

Hamburg Germany 38.2%

Hannover Germany 37.8%

Oslo Norway 37.6%

Ottawa Canada 37.6%

Bonn Germany 37.3%

Toronto Canada 37.1%

Copenhagen Denmark 36.8%

Stuttgart Germany 36.6%

Leicestershire UK 36.2%

Leeds UK 35.3%

Paris France 35.1%

Sources: Analysis by Charlotta Mellander from various sources, but see in particular the
European Science Foundation project, Technology, Talent and Tolerance in European
Cities: A Comparative Analysis. The project was carried out over a three-year period,
2004–2006, and was coordinated by Björn T. Asheim, Lund University, Sweden, and 
supervised by Meric Gertler, University of Toronto (and also affiliated with the University
of Oslo). The national project leaders were Ron Boschma, Utrecht University, the Nether-
lands; Phil Cooke, University of Cardiff, Wales; Michael Fritsch, Technical University
Freiberg (now affiliated with Friedrich-Schiller University, Jena), Germany; Arne Isaksen,
University of Agder, Norway; Mark Lorenzen, Copenhagen Business School, Denmark;
and Markku Sotarauta, University of Tampere, Finland. Available online at http://www
.esf.org/activities/eurocores/running-programmes/ecrp/ecrp-scheme-2001-2004.html.
Also, see the special section in Economic Geography, Volume 85, Number 4, October
2009, pp. 355–442. Data for French metros provided by Sébastien Chantelot of ESC Bre-
tagne Brest University. 
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Figure 13.1  The Global Creative Class Map 

Amsterdam and Stockholm top the list, with 46 percent of their

workforce in the Creative Class. The Creative Class makes up more

than four in ten workers in Helsinki, Oxford, Munich, Malmö,

London, and Cambridge. This is roughly the same as the top ranked

US metros at the time—Boulder and San Jose (Silicon Valley). The

Creative Class made up between 35 and 40 percent of the workforce

in Paris, Toronto, Hamburg, Berlin, Oslo, Copenhagen, and several

other metros—more than Boston, greater Washington, DC, Austin,

or San Francisco at the time.

Technology, of course, is the first of my three T’s of economic

development. From cutting-edge inventions in software, robotics,

and biotechnology to improvements in manufacturing systems and

processes, technology makes economies and societies more efficient

and productive.

Source: Richard Florida, Charlotta Mellander, and Kevin Stolarick, Creativity and Pros-
perity: The 2011 Global Creativity Index, University of Toronto, Martin Prosperity Insti-
tute Report, October 2011. Available online at www.research.martinprosperity.org.



The Global Technology Index employs three key technology

metrics—a Global R&D Investment Index (based on R&D spend-

ing as a percent of GDP), a Global Researchers Index (which mea-

sures professionals engaged in R&D, controlling for population),

and a Global Innovation Index (patents per capita). The United

States does much better here than it did on Creative Class share,

ranking third overall. With its well-developed infrastructure for

entrepreneurial venture-capital finance, the United States remains

a technology leader.

Finland is first on the Global Technology Index and Japan takes

second place. Israel ranks fourth. Its high ranking might come as a

surprise to some, considering its small size, but as Dan Senor and

Saul Singer’s Start-Up Nation argues, Israel’s economic development

strategy has been based on launching innovative firms.4 Israel has

the highest concentration of engineers in the world—135 per 10,000

people, compared to 85 per 10,000 people in the United States. Swe-

den is fifth. Canada ranks eleventh. 

Although much has been made of the ascendance of the BRIC

countries—Brazil, Russia, and especially India and China—they do

not rank highly on the Global Technology Index. Russia, in the

twenty-eighth spot, ranks highest, and China is thirty-seventh, about

the same as Latvia and Bulgaria. Brazil takes forth-eighth place and

India, forty-ninth, just behind Serbia and Croatia.

Talent is the second T. In The Flight of the Creative Class, I pre-

dicted that the competition for global talent would soon supplant

the competition for goods, investment, and resources as the key

factor in global competition and found that the United States was

already beginning to falter on this score. We measure talent with

the Global Talent Index, a composite of the Creative Class and “ter-

tiary education,” which includes technical and vocational education

as well as colleges and universities. 

The United States ranks eighth on the Global Talent Index. The

Scandinavian countries come out on the top, with Finland and Swe-
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den taking first and second place. Singapore ranks third, Denmark

fourth, New Zealand fifth, Norway sixth, and Australia seventh.

Canada ranks seventeenth. Of the BRIC nations, Russia ranks high-

est at thirteenth, with Brazil in sixty-sixth, India in seventy-fifth,

and China in seventy-sixth place.

Tolerance, the third T, is critical to a region’s or nation’s ability

to attract and mobilize creative talent. Tolerance is more than a

matter of political correctness—it’s an economic growth imperative:

places that welcome diversity foster creativity. We measure global

tolerance as a combination of two variables, both taken from the

Gallup World Poll. The first is the percentage of respondents who

believe that the community where they live is a good place for ethnic

and racial minorities to live. The second is the percentage that says

that their community is a good place for gay and lesbian people to
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Figure 13.2  The Global Technology Index 

Source: Richard Florida, Charlotta Mellander, and Kevin Stolarick, Creativity and Pros-
perity: The 2011 Global Creativity Index, University of Toronto, Martin Prosperity Insti-
tute Report, October 2011. Available online at www.research.martinprosperity.org.



live. A significant body of independent research confirms that open-

ness to gays and lesbians is associated with higher levels of regional

as well as national economic performance.5

The United States ranks eighth on the Global Tolerance Index,

perhaps reflecting recent increases in anti-immigrant sentiment

and social conservatism toward gays and lesbians. Canada takes

the top spot, and Ireland ranks second. The Netherlands ranks

third: it is the only country among the top five that is more open

to gay and lesbian people (83 percent) than it is to racial and ethnic

minorities (73 percent). New Zealand ranks fourth, followed by

nearby Australia in fifth place. Both have open immigration systems

and have made it a priority to attract foreign talent. Spain, where

the Zapatero administration made tolerance and openness a pri-

ority, is in sixth place, followed by Sweden.

The Global Creativity Index, or GCI, brings all these measures

together, providing an integrated and comprehensive assessment

of a nation’s standing on the 3T’s of economic development (see

Figure 13.5). The United States takes second place, up from fourth

place in the original 2004 index. Sweden takes first, maintaining

the top position it held in 2004. Finland is third, followed by Den-

mark in fourth, and Australia in fifth place. New Zealand takes

sixth place; Canada ties with Norway for eighth; Singapore and the

Netherlands round out the top ten. Despite their rapid economic

rise, the BRIC nations still do not crack the upper tiers on the GCI:

Russia ranks thirtieth, Brazil forty-sixth, India fiftieth, and China

fifty-eighth.

Creativity and the Wealth and Happiness of Nations

Looking through the lens of the Global Creativity Index, two things

become clear. First, the more creative and innovative a country’s

economy is, the more of an economic edge it enjoys. And second,
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the US model, which combines high levels of creativity and inno-

vation with high levels of economic inequality, is not the norm: in

fact, it is somewhat unique.

When we examined the relationship between overall creativity

(measured on the GCI) and key gauges of economic output, inno-

vation, and entrepreneurship we found that the GCI was closely

related with the standard measure of economic output (gross do-

mestic product per capita). The GCI was also closely associated

with the Global Competitiveness Index (another GCI, confusingly)

developed by Harvard professor Michael Porter for the World Eco-

nomic Forum, which includes factors associated with economic

output, innovation, efficiency, and business climate, among others.

275G L O B A L  R E A C H

Figure 13.3  The Global Talent Index 

Source: Richard Florida, Charlotta Mellander, and Kevin Stolarick, Creativity and Pros-
perity: The 2011 Global Creativity Index, University of Toronto, Martin Prosperity Insti-
tute Report, October 2011. Available online at www.research.martinprosperity.org.



We then looked at the connection between creativity and entre-

preneurship using the Global Entrepreneurship Index, which covers

fifty-four nations, worldwide. The index shows the wide disparity

in entrepreneurial activity across the nations of the world. Canada,

Israel, and the United States have the highest levels of entrepre-

neurial activity, whereas Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, and

Japan have the lowest. The correlation between the GCI and the

Global Entrepreneurship Index was considerable. 

Economic competitiveness is one thing, but what about broader

concerns for happiness and well-being? To get at this, we examined

the connection between the GCI and a comprehensive measure of

happiness and life satisfaction collected by the Gallup Organiza-

tion’s World Poll. Once again, the correlation was very close.
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Figure 13.4  The Global Tolerance Index 

Source: Richard Florida, Charlotta Mellander, and Kevin Stolarick, Creativity and Pros-
perity: The 2011 Global Creativity Index, University of Toronto, Martin Prosperity Insti-
tute Report, October 2011. Available online at www.research.martinprosperity.org.



Many argue that the shift to a knowledge-intensive Creative Econ-

omy exacerbates levels of inequality as once high-paying, family-

supporting manufacturing jobs inevitably decline and the labor

market splits into higher-pay, higher-skill knowledge and profes-

sional jobs, on the one hand, and lower-pay, lower-skill service jobs,

on the other. There is clear evidence that this is happening in the

United States. But is this the case everywhere? Must more innovative

and Creative Economies necessarily bring greater levels of economic

inequality? To get at this, we examined the relationship between the

GCI and a standard measure of income inequality, the Gini Index.

Although it may come as a surprise to those familiar with the case

of the United States, we found that the GCI is in fact systematically

associated with lower levels of socio economic inequality—and hence
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Figure 13.5  The Global Creativity Index 

Source: Richard Florida, Charlotta Mellander, and Kevin Stolarick, Creativity and Pros-
perity: The 2011 Global Creativity Index, University of Toronto, Martin Prosperity Insti-
tute Report, October 2011. Available online at www.research.martinprosperity.org.



Figure 13.6  Creativity and Inequality Across Nations

Source: Richard Florida, Charlotta Mellander, and Kevin Stolarick, Creativity and Prosperity: The 2011 Global Creative
Index, University of Toronto, Martin Prosperity Institute Report, October 2011. Available online at www.research
.martinprosperity.org.



greater equality—across the nations of the world. The correlation

between inequality and the GCI is actually negative.6

Figure 13.6 plots the association between the Gini measure of in-

come inequality and the GCI. On the one hand, there are countries

like the United States, the United Kingdom, Singapore, and to a

lesser extent, Australia and New Zealand, where high levels of cre-

ativity, productivity, and economic competitiveness go hand in

hand with higher levels of inequality. But, on the other hand, there

are also a large number of countries—mostly Scandinavian and

Northern European nations, along with Japan—where high levels

of creativity combine with much lower levels of inequality. In fact,

this pattern appears to be the more general one, with the United

States and Singapore appearing more as outliers. As Chapter 16

will show, US inequality appears to be at least in part driven not

just by globalization, technology, and changes in the skills required

of knowledge-based and creative jobs, but by concentrated poverty.

A high-road path to prosperity—an innovative and competitive

economic system that causes far less severe socioeconomic divides

than we are experiencing today in the United States—is not only

possible, it is already in place in some of the world’s most advanced

and competitive nations. 

In this respect, the United States has much to learn from other

Creative Economies.
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C H A P T E R  1 4

Quality of Place

W hy do people—especially talented Creative Class people

with lots of choices—opt to locate in certain places? What

draws them to some places and not others? Economists

and social scientists have paid a great deal of attention to the loca-

tion decisions of companies, but they have virtually ignored how

people, especially creative people, make the same choices. In search

of answers, I began by simply asking people how they made their

decisions about where to live and work. I started with my students

and colleagues and then turned to friends and associates in other

cities. Eventually, I began to ask virtually everyone I met. Ultimately,

in the mid-2000s, I put the question at the heart of a major survey

I conducted along with the Gallup Organization. The same answer

came back, time and again.

Place itself, I began to realize, was the key factor. So much so,

that I coined a term—quality of place—to sum it up. I use the term

in contrast to the more traditional concept of quality of life. It refers

to the unique set of characteristics that defines a place and makes

it attractive. Over time, my colleagues and I have come to refer to

it as the fourth T: “Territorial Assets.” Generally, one can think of

quality of place as cutting across three key dimensions:
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What’s there: the combination of the built environment and the

natural environment; a proper setting for pursuit of creative

lives.

Who’s there: the diverse kinds of people, interacting and pro-

viding cues that anyone can make a life in that community.

What’s going on: the vibrancy of street life, café culture, arts, music,

and people engaging in outdoor activities—altogether a lot of

active, exciting, creative endeavors.

Quality of place can be summed up as an interrelated set of ex-

periences. Many of them, like the street-level scene, are dynamic

and participatory. You can do more than be a passive spectator;

you can be a part of the scene. The street buzz is right nearby if you

want it, but you can also retreat to your home or some other quiet

place, chill out in an urban park, or even set out for the country.

Many members of the Creative Class also want to have a hand

in actively shaping their communities’ quality of place. At that same

meeting of the downtown revitalization group in Providence, Rhode

Island, that I mentioned earlier, during which a member of the au-

dience spoke about “troublemakers,” another participant remarked:

“My friends and I came to Providence because it already has the

authenticity that we like—its established neighborhoods, historic

architecture, and ethnic mix.” He then implored the city leaders to

make these qualities the basis of their revitalization efforts and to do

so in ways that actively harness his and his peers’ energy. Or as he

aptly put it: “We want a place that’s not done.” Quality of place

does not occur automatically; it is an ongoing dynamic process that

engages a number of disparate aspects of a community. But like

most good things, it is not all good—what looks like neighbor-

hood revitalization from one perspective is gentrification from an-

other; rising housing values often go hand in hand with the

displacement of long-term residents, a serious problem that de-

mands serious responses.
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Some of my critics argue that my focus on quality of place is a

distraction, pointing to tech enclaves like the suburbs of northern

Virginia, Silicon Valley, or the outer rings of Seattle to make the

point that the people who work in high-tech industries actually

prefer traditional suburban lifestyles. My response is simple: all

those places are located within major metropolitan areas that are

among the most diverse in the country and that offer a wide array

of lifestyle amenities. As colorless as those suburbs might appear

to some, they are a product of the openness and diversity of their

broader milieu. Silicon Valley can’t be understood without reference

to the counterculture of nearby San Francisco. Had it not been re-

ceptive to offbeat people like the young Steve Jobs years ago, it could

not have become what it is today.

What people want is not an either-or proposition. Successful

places do not provide just one thing; they provide a range of qual-

ity of place options for different kinds of people at different stages

in their lives. Great cities are not monoliths; as Jane Jacobs said

long ago, they are federations of neighborhoods. Think about

New York City and its environs. When they first move to New

York, young people live in relatively funky places like the East

Village, South Slope, Williamsburg, or Hoboken, where there are

lots of other young people, the rent is more affordable, and room-

mate situations can be found. When they earn a little more, they

move to the Upper West Side or maybe Tribeca or SoHo; earn a

little more and they can go to the West Village or the Upper East

Side. Once marriage and children come along, some stay in the

city while others relocate to bedroom communities in places like

Westchester County, Connecticut, or the New Jersey suburbs.

Later, when the kids are gone, some of these people buy a co-op

overlooking the park or a duplex on the Upper East Side. Members

of the Creative Class come in all shapes, sizes, colors, ages, and

lifestyles. To be truly successful, cities and regions must offer

something for all of them.
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Social Capital and the City

I have mentioned Robert Putnam and his theory of social capital

a number of times in the course of this book. Although I don’t

always agree with him, he is a distinguished scholar and a true

public intellectual who has had a profound influence on my own

thinking. I greatly admire his willingness to climb down from the

ivory tower to address pressing social issues and stimulate in-

formed public debate. The title of his widely read book Bowling

Alone comes from his finding that from 1980 to 1993, league bowl-

ing declined by 40 percent, while the number of individual bowlers

rose by 10 percent.1 This, he argues, is just one indicator of a

broader and more disturbing trend: a long-term decline in social

capital. By this, he means that people have become increasingly

disconnected from one another and from their communities. The

decline is evident in everything from the loosening bonds between

family, friends, and neighbors to declining participation in orga-

nizations of all sorts—churches, neighborhood associations, po-

litical parties, and recreational leagues. This social capital deficit

is in turn rattling many aspects of our society, weakening our

neighborhoods, affecting our health, making us less happy, dam-

aging our educational system, threatening the well-being of our

children, eroding our democracy, and threatening the very sources

of our prosperity.

Putnam identified four key factors behind this civic malaise. First,

longer working hours and increasing pressures of time and money

mean we have less time to spend with one another. Second, rampant

suburban sprawl keeps us farther away from family and friends

and makes it harder for us to get to activities. Third, television and

other electronic mass media take up more of our time, leaving less

of it for more active pursuits and volunteer efforts. Fourth and most

important, according to Putnam, is the “generational shift” from



the “civic-minded generation of World War II” to “me-oriented”

boomers and generation X-ers that followed.

Much of Putnam’s account initially resonated with me. I grew

up surrounded by relatives and friends in just the sort of community

whose decline Putnam laments. My father belonged to the Italian-

American Club; he was the manager of my Little League team, and

my mother was a den mother for my Cub Scout troop. My brother

and I played in our own rock band with some friends from Catholic

school; we frequently entertained neighborhood kids in the base-

ment of our family home. Pittsburgh, where I lived for nearly two

decades, was filled with strong ethnic neighborhoods and bursting

with community pride of the sort Putnam describes; it was thanks

to its strong sense of community that it stayed as intact as it did in

the wake of the near-total collapse of the region’s steel and other

heavy industries.

The Quasi-Anonymous Life

But as compelling as Putnam’s story is, my own research led me to

very different conclusions. The people in the focus groups and in-

terviews I did when I was preparing the original edition of this book

expressed little interest in living in tightly knit, social-capital kinds

of communities; they did not want friends and neighbors peering

over fences into their lives. Rather, they desired what I have come

to call quasi-anonymity. Like the denizens of 1920s Greenwich Vil-

lage whom Carolyn Ware described, they craved openness, diver-

sity, and the ability to be themselves. Social structures that were

the hallmark of community in the past were fading. Where strong

ties among people were once important, weak ties are becoming the

norm. Where old structures were once nurturing, they have become

more and more restrictive and exclusionary. The life that Madison
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Avenue and politicians encourage us to think of as distinctively

American—close families and friends, tight neighborhoods, civic

clubs, vibrant electoral politics, strong faith-based institutions,

and a reliance on civic leadership—has been giving way to some-

thing new.

At the root of these changes is the distinction between two types

of social bonds—strong versus weak ties. Strong ties are of long

standing, marked by trust and reciprocity in multiple areas of life:

the kinds of relationships we tend to have with family members,

close friends, and longtime neighbors or coworkers. When you

have strong ties with someone, you know each other’s personal

affairs and do things like trade visits, run errands, and do favors

for one another. Practically all of us have at least a few such rela-

tionships; most people can manage between five and ten of them,

according to sociologists who study such things. These are the

friends you can confide in, the neighbor who watches your house

while you’re away, perhaps the uncle who gets you a job. The ad-

vantages of such relationships are obvious.

But weak ties are often more important. The modern theory of the

“strength of weak ties” comes from the sociologist Mark Granovetter’s

classic research on how people find jobs.2 When it comes to finding

work, Granovetter discovered, weak ties matter more than strong

ones. Other research on social networks has shown that weak ties

are the key mechanism for mobilizing resources, ideas, and infor-

mation, whether for finding a job, solving a problem, launching a

new product, or establishing a new enterprise. The key reason that

weak ties are so important is that we can manage so many more of

them. Strong ties, by their nature, consume much more of our time

and energy. Weak ties require less investment, and we can use them

more opportunistically. Weak ties are critical to the creative envi-

ronment of a city or region because they allow for rapid entry of new

people and rapid absorption of new ideas.3 The idea that proximity
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to total strangers is more important than connections to lifelong

friends may seem strange until you think about it for a minute.

Chances are, you and your close friends travel in mostly the same

circles. You know the same people, frequent the same places, and

hear about the same opportunities. Weak ties allow us to admit new

people and new information into the equation, which exposes us to

a larger set of novel and potentially unforeseen opportunities.

I am not advocating that we abandon our strong ties and oppor-

tunistically structure our lives around weak ones. That would be a

lonely and shallow way of life, indeed, and it is the fate that Putnam

fears we are facing. But most Creative Class people that I’ve met

and studied do not aspire to such a life and don’t seem to be falling

into it. Most maintain a core of strong ties. They have significant

others; they have close friends; they call Mom. But life in modern

communities revolves around a larger set of looser ties, and inter-

estingly enough, most people seem to prefer it that way.

The shift from small, homogeneous strong-tie communities to

larger, more heterogeneous weak-tie communities is a basic fact

of modern life, identified a century ago by the giants of modern so-

cial theory—Max Weber, George Simmel, and Emile Durkheim.4

Writing in the 1930s, the influential German critical theorist Walter

Benjamin quoted from a police report written in 1798 that lamented

the fact that surveillance had become impossible because “each in-

dividual, unknown to all the others, hides in the crowd and blushes

before the eyes of no one.”5 In his musings on nineteenth-century

Parisian life, Baudelaire portrayed a city of passing encounters,

fragmentary exchanges, strangers, and crowds where people could

find relief from their “inner subjective demons.” Although Baude-

laire disliked many aspects of the city—the factories, the merchants,

and the crowds—he “loved its freedom and its opportunities for

anonymity and curious observation.”6 This aspect of city life was

reflected in the flaneur—a citizen who is quasi-anonymous and

free to enjoy the diversity of the city’s experience.
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The desire for such quasi-anonymous communities is not limited

to urban enclaves. William Whyte identified it as a primary moti-

vator behind the great migration of middle-class professionals from

closely knit urban neighborhoods to the more transient suburbs in

the 1950s. For Whyte, suburbia was a new kind of community—the

preferred home of the new, upwardly mobile “transients” who could

build the lives they desired, unencumbered by close family and

ethnic-group ties.7

What People Really Want

So if creative people no longer want to live in a culture that revolves

around a big corporation during the working day, and the church

league and the Oddfellows and the Garden Club the rest of the

time, what do they want? What draws them to some places rather

than others?

Thick Labor Markets

Yes, jobs still matter. But it is not just a question of a single job. As

we have seen, the old employment contract has broken down;

people recognize that the idea of a job for life is a thing of the past.

When I asked about the role that jobs and employment opportu-

nities play in location decisions in interviews and focus groups, I

kept hearing the same things. My subjects told me they could not

settle for a location that provided just one good job; they needed

to go to a place that offered many and varied employment oppor-

tunities. The reason, they told me, was simple. They did not expect

to stay with the same company for very long. Companies are dis-

loyal, and careers are increasingly horizontal. To be attractive, a

place needed to offer a job market that is conducive to a horizontal

career path.
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In this way, place solves a basic puzzle of our economic order: It

facilitates the matching of creative people to economic opportuni-

ties, providing a labor pool for companies that need people and a

thick labor market for people who need jobs. Place has become the

central organizing unit of our economy and society, taking on a

role that used to be played by the large corporation. The gathering

of people, companies, and resources into particular places with

particular specialties and capabilities generates both the efficiencies

and the innovations that power economic growth.

Lifestyle

The people in my focus groups told me they consider lifestyle along-

side employment when choosing where to live. Many said that they

had turned down jobs or decided not to look for them in places

that did not afford the variety of scenes they desired—music, art,

technology, outdoor sports, and so on. Some recounted how they

or their friends had taken jobs for economic reasons, only to quit

and move elsewhere for lifestyle reasons. In the course of my re-

search, I have come across many people who moved somewhere

for the lifestyle and only then set out to look for employment. This

has been independently confirmed in systematic empirical research

conducted since the original edition of this book. The most com-

prehensive study of the subject, “The Young and the Restless” by

Joe Cortright and Carol Coletta found that though jobs and eco-

nomic growth are important, highly educated young singles place

a “higher priority on quality of life factors.” Furthermore, their

findings show that almost 60 percent of the time, well-educated

young people are “more likely to move to a place with slower job

growth than the place they left.”8

People expect more from the places where they live than they

used to. In the past, many were content to work in one place and

vacation somewhere else, getting away for weekends to ski, enjoy
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a day in the country, or sample nightlife and culture in another

city. Remember Clement Hayes, commuting between his job in

Pittsburgh and his life in New York City, hundreds of miles away.

The idea seemed to be that some places are for making money and

others are for fun. This is no longer sufficient. The sociologists

Richard Lloyd and Terry Nichols Clark of the University of Chicago

note that “workers in the elite sectors of the postindustrial city make

‘quality of life’ demands, and increasingly act like tourists in their

own city.”9 One reason is the nature of modern creative work. Of

course, people still go away at times, but given their flexible and

unpredictable work schedules, they want ready access to recreation

on a just-in-time basis. They may need an extended break in the

middle of a long, grueling workday to recharge their batteries and

go for a bike ride or a run. For this, a beach house or country get-

away spot doesn’t do them much good. They require trails or parks

close at hand.

Nightlife is another important part of the mix. A survey con-

ducted by one of my former students found that for one-third of

the respondents, nightlife is indeed an important component of a

city’s lifestyle and amenity mix. Defining nightlife as “all entertain-

ment activities that happen after dark,” the survey examined what

younger Creative Class people (respondents ranged in age from

early twenties into their thirties) desire in urban nightlife. The

highest-rated nightlife options were cultural attractions from the

symphony and theater to music venues and late-night dining, fol-

lowed by small jazz and music clubs and coffee shops. Bars, large

dance clubs, and after-hours clubs ranked much farther down the

list. Most of the respondents desired a gestalt of entertainment op-

tions and safe and reliable “after-hours transportation.”10

Time and again, the people I speak with, informally and in in-

terviews and focus groups, say that the availability of a wide mix

of cultural attractions is the signal that a place “gets it”—that it em-

braces the culture of the Creative Age; that it is a place where they
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can fit in. Interestingly, some of the biggest complaints I heard in

my focus groups were about cities where the nightlife closes down

too early. Not that most of those people were all-night partyers,

but with long work hours and late nights, they wanted to have op-

tions around the clock.

Social Interaction

Not surprisingly, the ability to meet people and make friends is one

of the most important factors that determines our happiness with

our lives and communities. Human beings crave interaction, but

as Putnam reminds us, modern society isolates us; satisfying inter-

actions and social support are harder to find than they once were.

As I mentioned in my book Who’s Your City? a 2006 study by so-

ciologists from the University of Arizona and Duke University

found that the share of Americans who feel socially isolated in their

communities (defined by having no one to talk to about personal

matters) increased from 10 percent in 1985 to more than 25 percent

in 2004.11 Highly educated middle-class families felt this lack the

most, possibly as a consequence of their longer commutes and

working hours. The authors note that people are spending more

time “interacting with multiple computers in the home, instead of

with each other.” But the biggest change since 1985, the study re-

ports, has been the momentous decline in ties between neighbors.

An increasing number of people live alone, and many of them lack

friends or family nearby. A 2012 book by the sociologist Eric

Klineberg, Going Solo: The Extraordinary Rise and Surprising Appeal

of Living Alone, documents the substantial increase in the number

of people living alone in America over the past several decades—

from four million in 1950, slightly less than 10 percent of US house-

holds, to 32.7 million today, or 28 percent of US households.

One reason our cities and communities are changing is to help to

fill that void. Ethan Watters has suggested that what he calls “urban
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tribes”12—close-knit groups of friends—are assuming the roles that

families once did. “If our tribes were maximizing our weak ties

within a city,” Watters writes, “might we be creating the social sci-

ence equivalent of dark matter—a force that was invisible but was

nonetheless critical to holding everything together?” Furthermore,

Watters argues, the urban tribe meets members’ needs for self-

expression and self-actualization in ways that actual parents and

siblings sometimes suppress. As a young woman I interviewed in

Chicago put it: “You don’t get to pick your family. But you do get

to pick your new family—your friends.”

There are not just people we can turn to but places where we can

go to allay our sense of isolation. The sociologist Ray Oldenburg

identified the role played by “third places.” Neither home nor work

(the “first two” places), venues like coffee shops, bookstores, and

cafés make up “the heart of a community’s social vitality,” places

where people “hang out simply for the pleasures of good company

and lively conversation.” Barbershops, beauty parlors, and nail sa-

lons fill this role in many urban neighborhoods.13

Creative Class people in my focus groups and interviews report

that such third places play critical roles in making a community

attractive. Home life is less stable than it once was—many couples

both have demanding jobs; many more people are single. And work

life is changing as well. Even if we are lucky enough to have a secure

job, more and more of us do not work on fixed schedules and many

of us work in relative isolation—for instance, in front of a keyboard

at home, as I often do. Human contact is harder to come by, and 

e-mail or phone interruptions only go so far. When I feel myself

going stir crazy, I take a break and head to the coffee shop down

the street, where I’m likely to run into someone I know. Many

people I interviewed described doing pretty much the same thing.

Writing in the Daily Beast in July 2010, I noted the rise of the

fourth place—a venue that integrates work and community. I de-

fined it as a place where creative workers can go not just to “escape
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from work but to do some: to check our e-mail, post a tweet, to

grab an impromptu meeting . . . it’s ironic but true: it’s hard to get

any real work done in an office.”14 Real estate developers are be-

ginning to respond to freelancers’ and travelers’ needs for temporary

offices and meeting facilities, making cubicles, offices, and confer-

ence rooms available for rent on an as-needed basis.

The Mating Market

Another factor that’s so basic that it’s hard to imagine why it’s so

often overlooked is the need to be in a place where you might find

people to date or, if you desire, a life partner. For young people, or

older people who are looking for a second chance, the thickness of

the mating market is as important as the thickness of the job market.

Our odds of meeting a compatible partner are better in some lo-

cations than others. Not only are we more likely to make connec-

tions with people that we have something in common with—race,

national origin, religion, job, education, lifestyle—but some places

simply have more single people than others, as well as more ameni-

ties and activities that bring singles together.

In 2006, National Geographic published its wildly popular “Singles

Map,” which plotted the metros where single men outnumber single

women, and vice versa. The metropolitan region with the best ratio

for heterosexual men was New York’s, which includes New York

City and its suburbs in Long Island, Westchester, New Jersey, and

Connecticut. Together, those areas housed 165,000 more single

women than men. Other places where single women outnumbered

single men were Boston, Washington, DC, Philadelphia, Baltimore,

Miami, Chicago, Detroit, St. Louis, and San Francisco. On the other

hand, the best ratio for heterosexual women was in greater Los An-

geles, where single men outnumbered single women by 40,000.

Other places favorable to single women included San Diego, Port-

land, Seattle, Dallas, Houston, and Austin.15
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Diversity

If commonalities are important for mating, my focus group and

interview participants consistently listed diversity as among the

most important factors in their choice of locations. People were

drawn to places that were known for diversity of thought and

open-mindedness, and they looked for signs of it when evaluating

communities—among them, a mix of ages, people of different

ethnic groups and races, people with different sexual orientations

and alternative appearances, such as significant body piercings or

tattoos. Small wonder that when I polled a group of my Carnegie

Mellon students about where they wanted to live after graduation,

highly diverse Washington, DC, was the clear favorite. A Korean

student liked it “because there’s a big Korean community,” mean-

ing Korean religious institutions, Korean grocery stores, and Ko-

rean children for his children to play with. An Indian student

favored it for its large Indian population, an African American for

its large black professional class, and a gay student for the com-

munity around DuPont Circle. But there’s more at work here than

expatriates and minorities who want to be around people like

themselves. The differences are important, too. A young female

pre-med student of Persian descent summarized the many criteria

for diversity:

I was driving across the country with my sister and some friends. We were

commenting on what makes a place the kind of place we want to go, or the

kind of place we would live. We said: It has to be open. It has to be diverse.

It has to have a visible gay community; it has to have lots of different races

and ethnic groups. It has to have people of all ages and be open to young

people. It has to have people who look different.16

Like the diverse workplace, a diverse community is a sign of a

place that is open to outsiders. Just as domestic partner benefits
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convey that a potential employer is open and tolerant, a visible gay

presence conveys that a community is broad-minded. Younger

women in particular said they liked to live in gay neighborhoods

because they feel safe. As with employers, visible diversity sends a

signal that a community embraces the open meritocratic values of

the Creative Age.

Diversity also means excitement and energy. Creative-minded

people enjoy a mix of influences. They want to hear different kinds

of music and try different kinds of food. They want to meet and so-

cialize with people unlike themselves, to trade views and spar over

issues. A person’s circle of closest friends may not resemble the

Rainbow Coalition—in fact, it usually doesn’t—but creatives want

the rainbow to be available.

An attractive place doesn’t have to be a big city, but it does have

to be cosmopolitan—a place where anyone can find a peer group

to be comfortable with and other groups to be stimulated by,

seething with the interplay of cultures and ideas, where outsiders

can quickly become insiders. In her book Cosmopolitan Culture,

Bonnie Menes Kahn says a great city has two hallmarks: tolerance

for strangers and intolerance for mediocrity.17 These are precisely

the qualities that appeal to members of the Creative Class—and

they also happen to be qualities conducive to innovation, risk taking,

and the formation of new businesses.

Authenticity

Places are also valued for their authenticity and uniqueness. Au-

thenticity comes from several aspects of a community—historic

buildings, established neighborhoods, a distinctive music scene, or

specific cultural attributes. It especially comes from the mix—urban

grit alongside freshly renovated buildings, the commingling of

young and old, longtime neighborhood characters and yuppies,

fashion models and street people.



People in my interviews and focus groups often define authen-

ticity as the opposite of generic. They equate authentic with being

real, as in a place that has real buildings, real people, real history.

A place that’s full of chain stores, chain restaurants, and chain night-

clubs is seen as inauthentic: Not only do these venues look pretty

much the same everywhere, they offer the same experiences you

could have anywhere. One of my Creative Class interview subjects,

emphasizing the way people are attracted to the authenticity and

uniqueness of a city, put the two terms together and used them as

a portmanteau word:

I’m thinking in particular of the Detroit Electronic Music Festival. Here

was a free concert that drew a million people the first year . . . and featured

a stellar lineup of Detroit and some national performers and DJs, a great

boon to the city and its image. This year, they . . . start to drop Detroit artists

in favor of more well-known national acts. So more people come, but the

event is losing much of the uniqueness/authenticity that makes people want

to come to this event from around the world.18

Music is a key part of what makes a place authentic. The phrase

“audio identity”19 refers to the identifiable musical genre or sound

associated with local bands, clubs, and so on that give a city a unique

sound track: electric blues in Chicago, Motown in Detroit, grunge

in Seattle, Philadelphia soul, Austin’s Sixth Street, second-line brass

bands and R&B in New Orleans, bluegrass in greater DC. This is

the first thing many people associate with these cities; it is also one

of the principal ways that they promote themselves.

Music, in fact, plays a central role in the creation of identity and

the formation of real communities. Musical memories are some of

the strongest and most easily evoked. You can often remember

events in your life by what songs were playing at the time. Simon

Frith writes that music “provides us with an intensely subjective

sense of being sociable. It both articulates and offers the immediate
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experience of collective identity. Music regularly sound tracks our

search for ourselves and for spaces in which we can feel at home.”20

It is hard to think of a major high-tech region that doesn’t have

a distinct audio identity. Consider the San Francisco Bay area, home

to perhaps the most creative music scene of the 1960s, with the

Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, Big Brother and the Holding

Company and Janis Joplin, Santana, The Mamas and the Papas,

and the seminal Monterey Pop Festival. Chapel Hill, at the heart

of the Research Triangle, was recently recognized for having one

of the best local music scenes in the country. Technology and music

scenes go together because they reflect a place that is open to new

ideas, new people, and creativity. It is for this reason that I like to

tell city leaders that finding ways to help support a local music scene

can be just as important as investing in high-tech business and far

more effective than building a downtown mall.

Scenes

Other kinds of sound tracks are important besides music. A big,

exciting city can and does throw up countless scenes, which shift

over time and space. Scenes enable talented people to collaborate

and compete with one another—to seek inspiration, to look over

and learn from each other’s work. Authentic, locally grounded

scenes help to establish a creative environment and the buzz of 

a place.

The dynamics of scenes are similar in some respects to the clus-

ters and agglomerations of firms, people, and businesses. As the

Harvard economist Richard Caves explains in his book Creative

Industries, art, music, theater, design, and the like are characterized

by high levels of uncertainty: it is nearly impossible to predict what

will be a hit in advance. That makes it very difficult to organize

these businesses and industries in a vertically integrated style like,
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say, automotive or steel production. Instead, they tend to take shape

around clusters, agglomerations, and local scenes. As my former stu-

dent Elizabeth Currid-Halkett points out in her insightful book, The

Warhol Economy, these scenes are not just about going out and hav-

ing fun but equally about work—building connections, learning from

one another, networking, and building a career. Instead of doing this

in companies and offices or at breakfast and lunch meetings at ex-

pense-account restaurants, this kind of social networking takes place

in a local environment of clubs and performance venues.21

But scenes have social and psychological, and creative, dimen-

sions, not just economic ones. Scenes are places where experiences

are made and enjoyed—“modes of organizing cultural production

and consumption,” according to Daniel Silver, Terry Clark, and

Lawrence Rothfield, who have written widely on them.22 “Cafés,

theatres, parks, music venues, restaurants, markets, shops, and

other amenities,” they write, “define a range of possible experiential

qualities that give meaning and value to a given place.” The value of

scenes, in their view, comes from the way they make places more

than just spaces for living and working. Scenes become “affective

arenas for sharing, affirming or rejecting feelings, sensibilities and

values” and provide “a range of symbolic meanings.” They distin-

guish between different types of scenes—from highly authentic

local scenes to self-expressive and highly glamorous and charis-

matic scenes. “Film festivals, high fashion, and movie stars may,

for example, indicate the presence of a glamorous scene,” whereas

“tattoo parlours, punk music venues, body art studios and piercing

salons” are associated with self-expressive scenes. “Local crafts

stores, farmers markets, community centres and arts festivals” sig-

nal a crunchier, more environmentally aware, authentic scene.

A related study documents the ways that scenes directly and in-

directly contribute to local economies. Bohemian neighborhoods,

for example, are not just centers of arts and artiness, but provide
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key economic functions. Such neighborhoods—“filled with used

clothing boutiques, late night bars, tattoo parlours, smoke shops,

galleries, ethnic restaurants and marginal individuals” function

as veritable “laboratories for generating new consumption styles,”

affording insight into what is cutting edge, youth-oriented, edgy,

and retro. They provide companies access to edgy designers but

also clued-in marketers who “can go to the bars and find out what

is (about to be) hip” and who can “consume on the edge of ac-

cepted conventions, without themselves having to be artists or

revolutionaries.” Their research finds an especially close connection

between “self-expressive scenes” and economic growth. In their

analysis of the effects of more than twenty separate variables on

the economic performance of thousands of neighborhoods (mea-

sured at the zip code level) across the United States, they found

that self-expressive scenes had the biggest impact of all—more

than “such urban development staples as growth and level of

human capital, arts jobs, technology jobs, population density, and

commute times.” And they found that the economic effects of such

scenes went beyond their role in attracting talented and creative

people. No other “single variable” they concluded, “showed as

consistently strong and broad a set of economic impacts” as the

presence of self-expressive scenes.23

Identity

As the sociologist Manuel Castells noted in his seminal The Power

of Identity, an elusive, varied sense of self has become a defining

feature of our insecure, constantly changing, postmodern world,

where so many traditional institutions no longer provide meaning,

stability, and support.24 In the old economy, many people took their

cues from the corporation and found their identity there. Others

lived in the towns where they grew up and could draw on the strong

ties of family and long-term friends.
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Today, where we choose to live as opposed to what we do has

become our main element of identity. I travel by plane a lot and

have noticed that the standard conversation-starter has changed.

Twenty years ago, people were likely to ask, “Where do you work?”

Today it’s “Where do you live?”

With the demise of the company-dominated life, a new kind of

pecking order has developed around places. Place, of course, has

always been a source of status; the right neighborhoods in cities

like Paris, London, and New York City have always been highly

desirable. But if most people were content to substitute the status

that came from having a good job with a prestigious company for

the status of place, this is no longer the case. Most of the people in

my focus groups and interviews told me they hope to trade up to

a higher-status location.

As noted, many Creative Class people also express a desire to be

involved in their communities. This is not so much the result of a

do-gooder mentality as a reflection of their desire to establish their

own identities in places, and to build places that reflect and validate

those identities. In Pittsburgh, for instance, a group of young people

in creative fields, ranging from architecture and urban design to

graphics and high-tech, formed a loose association they dubbed

Ground Zero. The group emerged on its own out of a series of

brainstorming sessions that I organized in early 2000 to gain insight

into the lifestyle and other concerns of young Creative Class people.

The group’s initial impetus was to combat a redevelopment plan

that would have replaced an authentic downtown shopping district

with a generic urban mall, but then it shifted its focus to reshaping

the creative climate and identity of the whole city. From organizing

edgy community arts events to working to organize a shuttle sys-

tem to establish connectivity between the various neighborhoods

that make up Pittsburgh’s street-level mix—they called it the Ultra-

Violet Loop—they sought to implant their creative identity into

the urban fabric of the city.
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The role of place in our identity is also evident in the growing

struggles over who controls places. I got a firsthand taste of the pas-

sions that so-called gentrification inspires one warm night in Seat-

tle’s up-and-coming Belltown neighborhood in May 2000. Walking

down newly fashionable First Avenue, with its mix of high-tech

companies, high-end residences, and nice restaurants, our group

came upon a ragtag band banging on drums and bellowing: “Say

no to the construction noise.” Jolted by the commotion, well-

dressed yuppies emerged onto the street to see what it was about.

A boisterous debate broke out between them and the protesters

over who were the neighborhood’s “true” residents. 

Soul of the Community

Back when this book was first published, my views on quality of

place stoked quite a backlash. Conservative social critics and even

a number of self-proclaimed urbanists complained that I was urging

cities to squander money on frivolities that only the urban gentry,

bohemian gays, and feckless, spoiled young people really cared

about. Most Americans, they said, continued to opt for good

schools, safe streets, and a family-friendly environment. Although

it has been debated endlessly, this is a question that can in fact be

settled empirically. As I mentioned earlier, in the mid-2000s, I un-

dertook a large-scale study with the Gallup Organization. 

The survey led us to several important insights. One is that place

itself is an important contributor to our happiness and subjective

well-being. Subjective well-being is a clunky-sounding locution,

but it is how psychologists describe an individual’s self-reported

level of happiness. In his book Stumbling on Happiness, Harvard

psychologist Daniel Gilbert lists the three most important decisions

that most of us will make in our lives: “where to live, what to do,
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and with whom to do it.”25 Place, in his telling, is the first leg in the

triangle of a happy and fulfilled life—something that my research

objectively confirms.

Our second insight revolves around the attributes or character-

istics of places that contribute to our happiness and satisfaction.

We looked at a wide array of factors that fell into five major cate-

gories: physical and economic security, that is, the presence of a

thriving job market, low crime rate, and so forth; basic services, like

schools, trash removal, and road repair; leadership, or the forward-

looking qualities of community stakeholders and politicians; open-

ness to immigrants, minorities, gay people, and the like; and quality

of place, meaning natural scenery, parks, architecture, and so on.

What we found might shock those who still subscribe to the view

that the basics trump everything else. The most highly valued at-

tributes of cities weren’t basic services or economic opportunities,

but a place’s social and cultural amenities, its friendliness, and its

natural and physical beauty. This isn’t just me talking. With financial

support from the Knight Foundation, Gallup has expanded and

updated the survey that we originally undertook together. It is now

called the Soul of the Community Study.26 “After interviewing close

to 43,000 people in twenty-six communities over three years, Gallup

concluded in 2011, “the study has found that three main qualities

attach people to place: social offerings, such as entertainment ven-

ues and places to meet, openness (how welcoming a place is) and

the area’s aesthetics (its physical beauty and green spaces).”27

Gallup’s and Knight’s findings actually make a great deal of in-

tuitive sense. Most people expect their communities to provide

basic services, and most communities do. Because we expect basic

services to be provided, we end up valuing aesthetics a little higher.

Economists call this a beauty premium.28 As for openness, the sur-

vey probed it in detail by asking respondents how they would rate

their city or area as a place to live for families with children, racial
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and ethnic minorities, gays and lesbians, immigrants, the poor,

young singles, recent college grads, and so on. As the level of tol-

erance toward each group rose, the overall happiness of the com-

munity increased. One finding did surprise us. The group that

communities were least open to was recent college graduates look-

ing for work. Although cities and towns around the country have

upped their efforts to battle brain drain, the reality is that most are

less than welcoming to the young talented people who do choose

to live in them. I’ll have more to say about this in the next chapter.

The key conclusions of the Soul of the Community Survey are so

interesting and powerful that they are worth quoting at length.

After three years of research, the results have been very consistent, and pos-

sibly surprising. First, what attaches residents to their communities doesn’t

change much from place to place. While we might expect that the drivers

of attachment would be different in Miami, Fla., from those in Macon, Ga.,

in fact, the main drivers of attachment show little difference across com-

munities. In addition, the same drivers have risen to the top in every year

of the study.

Second, these main drivers may be surprising. While the economy is ob-

viously the subject of much attention, the study has found that perceptions

of the local economy do not have a very strong relationship to resident at-

tachment. Instead, attachment is most closely related to how accepting a

community is of diversity, its wealth of social offerings, and its aesthetics.

This is not to say that jobs and housing aren’t important. Residents must

be able to meet their basic needs in a community in order to stay. However,

when it comes to forming an emotional connection with the community,

there are other community factors which often are not considered when

thinking about economic development. These community factors seem to

matter more when it comes to attaching residents to their community.

And finally, while we do see differences in attachment among different

demographic groups, demographics generally are not the strongest drivers
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of attachment. In almost every community, we found that a resident’s per-

ceptions of the community are more strongly linked to their level of com-

munity attachment than to that person’s age, ethnicity, work status, etc.

Quality of life features define the very soul of a successful com-

munity. And though they are factors that the Creative Class in

particular desires, they are things that everyone wants in their

communities, regardless of their demographic or economic status.

This is not to say that great schools, good jobs, and safe streets

do not also matter. Quite the contrary. But those who continue

to frame the issue as an either-or between quality and basic ser-

vices offer a false choice. In Who’s Your City? I likened what we

want in our communities to psychologist Abraham Maslow’s hi-

erarchy of needs. Just as we want more from our lives than the

mere basics of bodily subsistence, we also desire more from our

communities. Quality of place,  it turns out, is less a frivolity and

more a necessity.



C H A P T E R  1 5

Building the 

Creative Community

O ne of the questions I get asked most frequently is: how 

do you actually do it, how do you build a truly creative 

community—one with real quality of place—that can survive

and prosper in this still-emerging new economic order? There is

no easy, silver-bullet answer, but one thing is for certain: the old

approaches simply will not work. It’s not enough to just provide

good schools or a family-friendly environment, just as it is not

enough merely to have an environment that’s teeming with restau-

rants and bars. Neither gargantuan downtown stadiums and con-

vention centers nor gleaming arts centers, leafy suburbs ringed

with high-tech industrial parks, and upscale shopping malls are

sufficient unto themselves. It makes no sense to use precious public

funds to lure companies from state to state or even across national

borders: research shows those efforts typically cost more than they

are worth. Trying to be the next Silicon Somewhere seldom pays

off, either, as countless communities have learned.

The rise of the Creative Economy has altered the rules of the eco-

nomic development game. Cities used to measure their status by

the number of corporate headquarters they were home to. Although

304
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companies remain important, they no longer call all the shots. As

I’ve said repeatedly, it’s people who are increasingly key. In the

original edition of this book, I quoted Robert Nunn, then the CEO

of a major semiconductor company, who told the Wall Street Jour-

nal that the “key element of building a technology business is at-

tracting the right people to the company. It’s a combination of

experience, skill set, raw intelligence, and energy. The most impor-

tant thing is to be somewhere where you have a pool of people to

draw that.”1

The bottom line is that cities need a people climate as much as,

and perhaps even more than, they need a business climate. By a

people climate I mean a general strategy aimed at attracting and

retaining people, especially, but not limited to, creative people. The

benefits of this kind of strategy are obvious. Openness costs nothing.

Whereas companies that get financial incentives—and sports teams,

for that matter—can pull up and leave at virtually a moment’s notice

when an even more attractive inducement materializes somewhere

else, investments in broad amenities like urban parks last for gen-

erations while benefiting a broad swath of the population.

There is no one-size-fits-all model for a successful people climate.

As we have seen, the Creative Class is diverse across the dimensions

of age, ethnicity and race, marital status, and sexual orientation. An

effective people climate cannot be restrictive or monolithic. Truly

creative communities appeal to many different groups. Building

a creative community is something of an organic process, one that

cannot be dictated in any top-down fashion. It’s a matter of pro-

viding the right conditions, planting the right seeds, and then letting

things take their course. A decade ago, I pointed out that I had yet

to find a community whose leaders and citizens have sat down

and written out an explicit strategy for building a people climate.

Most communities, however, do have a de facto one. If you ask

most community leaders what kinds of people they’d most want

to attract, they’d likely say successful married couples in their thirties
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and forties—people with good middle- to upper-income jobs and

stable family lives. And this in fact is what many communities (par-

ticularly suburban ones) actually do, by emphasizing services like

good school systems, parks with plenty of amenities for children,

and strict (read: exclusionary) zoning for single-family housing. I

certainly think it is important for cities and communities to be

good for children and families, and I am fully supportive of better

schools and parks. But as we have seen, less than one quarter of all

American households consist of traditional nuclear families. Com-

munities that want to be economically competitive need to cast

their nets wider, to appeal to all the diverse groups of people that

make up both the Creative Class and American society at large.

And as mentioned in the previous chapter, one group that has

been sorely neglected by most communities, at least until recently,

is young single people. Young workers have typically been thought

of as transients who contribute little to a city’s bottom line. But in

the Creative Age, they matter for several reasons. Young people

are workhorses: they are able to work longer and harder and are

more prone to take risks, precisely because they are young and

childless. In rapidly changing industries, it’s often the recent grad-

uates who have the most up-to-date skills. This is why so many lead-

ing companies aggressively target them in their recruiting strategies.

In Washington, DC, it’s often quipped that twenty-three-year-olds

run the country.

Single people make up a large and growing segment of our de-

mography. In the early 1960s, approximately 80 percent of Ameri-

cans lived in households headed by married couples. As of 2010,

that number had fallen to just a bit less than one-half—48.4 

percent—or 56.6 million out of 116.7 million total households. As

noted previously, people are marrying later and staying single longer.

Younger people are the most mobile group in society. The like-

lihood that someone will move peaks at around age twenty-five,

declines steeply for the next two decades, and then continues to



307B U I L D I N G  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C O M M U N I T Y

trail off into retirement and old age. A twenty-five-year-old is three

times more likely to move than a forty-five- or fifty-year-old, ac-

cording to a 2005 study.2 Highly educated young people are the

most mobile of all.

The mathematics of this do not bode well for cities and regions

that are content to watch their young people move away in search

of fun and adventure, complacently believing that they will be able

to lure them back once they hit their thirties and are ready to settle

down and start families. The likelihood that they will move back

diminishes with each year they spend away. The winning places

are the ones that establish an edge early on, by attracting and re-

taining residents in their mid-twenties.

But in the end, age is less relevant than most people think. What

does matter is that cities and regions have a people climate that

values every type of person and every type of family. Creative Class

people don’t give up their lifestyle preferences as they age. They

don’t stop bicycling or running, for instance, just because they have

children. When they put their children in child seats or jogging

strollers, amenities like traffic-free bike paths become more impor-

tant than ever. They don’t stop valuing diversity and tolerance, either.

The middle-aged and older people I speak with may no longer hang

out in nightspots until 4:00 AM, but they enjoy stimulating, dynamic

places with high levels of cultural interplay. And if they have children,

that’s the kind of environment they want them to grow up in. Some

things that benefit young people are even supported by those old

enough to be their grandparents. When a colleague of mine spoke

to a group of senior citizens in Pittsburgh about the importance of

lifestyle amenities like bike paths, he got a fascinating response. The

seniors were enthusiastic about the idea, because the bike lanes

would keep the cyclists off the sidewalks, where the seniors were

frightened by them and sometimes even knocked down.

A woman from Minneapolis whom I interviewed put the age issue

into perspective. She originally came to Minneapolis as a young single
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because of the lifestyle it offered. She liked being able to engage in

active outdoor recreation in the city’s fabulous park system and

being able to walk from her house to bars and clubs. She never

thought she would want to raise a family there. But when she got

married and had children, she was more than pleasantly surprised

to discover that some of the same lifestyle amenities she had enjoyed

when she was single—the parks and walkable neighborhoods—were

even more attractive to her as a new parent.

Lots and lots of families prefer to stay in urban settings. In my

book Who’s Your City? I quoted a 2007 New York Times report that

found that the number of children under age five living in Man-

hattan had increased by nearly one-third since 2000. The borough

that was the “glamorous and largely childless locale for Sex and the

City” was starting to more closely resemble “a decidedly upscale

and even more vanilla version of 1960s suburbia in The Wonder

Years,” it added.3 A 2006 Yankelovich survey found that young

married couples with children were as open to moving to urban

neighborhoods close to downtown as to small towns and suburbs—

as anyone who has ever tried to negotiate the stroller-clogged side-

walks of Park Slope, Brooklyn, well knows.4

True, many of those families tend to leave the city when their

kids reach school age. The demography of urban America resembles

a barbell, with singles and empty-nesters bulging at both ends of

the age spectrum. But what’s important to remember is that fam-

ilies themselves are increasingly diverse; cities that attract diverse

people necessarily attract families. While some maintain that my

findings regarding gays and regional growth put me at odds with

family values, they miss the fact that many gay and lesbian house-

holds are families with children. Roughly half of lesbians and gay

men in the United States, between 4 and 5 million people, were

members of same-sex couples in 2011, including an estimated

160,000 who are married, according to Gary Gates’s detailed studies.

And nearly one in five of those same-sex couple households were
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raising children.5 Table 15.1, provided by Gates, shows the fifteen

metros that have the largest percentage of same-sex couples with

children under eighteen years old. The densest concentrations of

such families are not necessarily in the places where you’d expect

to find them. Especially surprising are the metros that don’t make

the cut—for instance, San Francisco and New York.

The University as Creative Hub

The potential of the university as an engine for regional economic

development has captured the fancy of business leaders, policy

makers, and academics—and it has led them astray. A theory of

Table 15.1  Leading Metros for Same-Sex Households with Children, 2010

Same-Sex Creative
Couples with Class

Rank Metro Children Share

1 San Antonio-New Braunfels, TX 33.9% 31.2%

2 Jacksonville, FL 32.4% 30.4%

3 Raleigh-Cary, NC 29.5% 37.6%

4 Las Vegas-Paradise, NV 28.4% 22.7%

5 Providence-New Bedford-Fall River, RI-MA 28.1% 31.3%

6 Rochester, NY 28.1% 35.1%

7 Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX 27.2% 33.0%

8 Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT 26.7% 39.7%

9 Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA 25.7% 27.4%

10 Oklahoma City, OK 25.4% 33.0%

11 Buffalo-Niagara Falls, NY 24.9% 31.3%

12 Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 24.9% 34.3%

13 Baltimore-Towson, MD 24.8% 37.7%

14 Detroit-Warren-Livonia, MI 24.5% 34.5%

14 Kansas City, MO-KS 24.2% 34.8%

Source: Gary Gates, “How Many People Are Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender?”
UCLA Williams Institute, April 2011.
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sorts has been handed down that assumes a linear pathway from

university research to commercial innovation to an ever-expanding

network of newly formed companies. This is a naive and mechanistic

view of the university’s contribution to economic development.

The university is indeed a key institution of the Creative Econ-

omy, but what’s not so widely understood is the multifaceted role

that it plays. It doesn’t simply crank out research projects that can

be spun off into companies. To be an effective contributor to re-

gional growth, the university must play three interrelated roles that

reflect the 3T’s of creative communities.6

Technology: Universities are centers for cutting-edge research in

fields from software to biotechnology and important sources

of new technologies and spin-off companies.

Talent: Universities are amazingly effective talent magnets. By at-

tracting eminent researchers and scientists, universities in turn

attract graduate students, generate spin-off companies, and en-

courage other companies to locate nearby in a cycle of self-

reinforcing growth.

Tolerance: Universities foster a progressive, open, and tolerant

people climate that helps attract and retain members of the Cre-

ative Class. College towns from Austin to Iowa City have always

been places where gays and other outsiders in those parts of

the country could find a home.

In doing these things, universities help to establish the broader

quality of place of the communities in which they are located.

In my view, major research universities are key—if not the key—

hubs of the Creative Economy. The Boston high-tech miracle

would not have happened without MIT. Silicon Valley would be

unthinkable without Stanford University, its longtime creative nu-

cleus. Many of the places that score high on my Creativity Index

are home to major research universities. This includes large metros
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like San Francisco, greater Washington, DC, Seattle, Boston, and

classic college towns like Madison, Burlington, Boulder, and Ann

Arbor.

In late 2011, New York City hosted a competition to lure a major

engineering and technology campus to Roosevelt Island, which drew

proposals from Stanford University and Carnegie Mellon among

others, before a consortium of Cornell University and Technion

Israel Institute of Technology was selected. “This is Mayor Michael

Bloomberg’s attempt to create a locus of entrepreneurial education

that would mate with venture capital to spawn new enterprises and

enrich the city’s economy,” is the way the New York Times’s Bill

Keller put it. The mayor himself noted: “New York City’s goal of

becoming the global leader in technological innovation is now

within sight. By adding a new state-of-the-art institution to our

landscape, we will educate tomorrow’s entrepreneurs and create

the jobs of the future. This partnership has so much promise because

we share the same goal: to make New York City home to the world’s

most talented workforce.”

But a university cannot do it alone—it is a necessary but insuffi-

cient condition for generating high-tech firms and growth. Al-

though many places generate new knowledge, relatively few of

them can absorb and apply it. The surrounding community must

also have the capacity to exploit the innovation and technologies

that the university generates, and the will to put in place the

broader lifestyle amenities and qualities of place the Creative Class

seeks. The economist Michael Fogarty has found that patented in-

tellectual property consistently migrates from universities in older

industrial regions such as Detroit and Cleveland to high-technology

regions such as the greater Boston area, the San Francisco Bay re-

gion, and the New York metropolitan area. To turn intellectual

property into economic wealth, the creative communities sur-

rounding the universities must be able to utilize it within a social

structure of creativity.
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The university is only one part of this social structure. It is up

to communities to put the other pieces into place: both the eco-

nomic infrastructure and the quality of place to retain the talent

the university attracts. Stanford did not transform the Silicon Val-

ley area into a high-tech powerhouse on its own, nor did MIT

make Cambridge what it is. The once run-down Kendall Square

area around MIT had to be refurbished and renovated, its aban-

doned factories and warehouses turned into homes for start-up

companies and venture-capital funds, not to mention restaurants,

microbreweries, cafés, and hotels. Regional leaders in Austin

under took aggressive measures to create not only incubator facil-

ities and venture capital but outdoor amenities and the quality of

place that creative people demand. A pioneering initiative in

Philadelphia, Campus Philly, has worked to make the city and re-

gion more attractive to college students and to retain as well as 

attract recent college grads. And the city’s major universities, es-

pecially the University of Pennsylvania, have devised new and

more cooperative approaches for revitalizing their surrounding

neighborhoods by investing in local schools, supporting home 

and storefront improvements, and opening their health centers

and other facilities to residents as well as students and faculty.

University and regional leaders in cities like Providence, Pittsburgh,

and Baltimore have worked hard to develop quality of place in and

around their universities.

Revenge of the Squelchers

So why are so many communities unable to leverage the consider-

able creative assets they have? It’s not that these places don’t want

to grow. In most cases, their leaders are doing everything they think

they can to spur innovation and high-tech growth. But most of the



time, they either can’t or won’t do the things required to create an

environment or habitat that is attractive to the Creative Class. They

pay lip service to the need to attract talent but dedicate their re-

sources to underwriting big-box retailers, subsidizing downtown

malls and convention centers, and recruiting corporations to relocate

their call centers to their corporate parks. Or they try to reinvent

themselves as facsimiles of quirkiness and charm, erasing their old,

authentic neighborhoods and retail districts and replacing them

with the generic and new—and in so doing driving the resident

Creative Class away.

At a time when genuine political will seems difficult to muster

for virtually anything, city after city across the country can generate

the political capital to underwrite hundreds of millions of dollars

of investment in professional sports stadiums. The ostensible eco-

nomic goal of these facilities is one to which they are sublimely ir-

relevant. Recent studies show that, far from producing wealth,

stadiums actually reduce local incomes.7 Ponder, just for a moment,

the opportunity costs of these facilities. Imagine what could be

accomplished if those hundreds of millions of dollars had been

spent on something genuinely productive, like university research,

or on more finely grained neighborhood improvements and lifestyle

amenities that can actually attract and retain talented people. Not

once during any of my focus groups and interviews did a member

of the Creative Class mention professional sports teams as playing

even a marginal role in their choice of where to live and work. Why

are most civic leaders unable to muster the will to pursue the things

that really matter to their communities and their economic futures—

or even to imagine that such things exist?

The answer is simple. These cities are trapped by their pasts. The

economist Mancur Olson long ago noted that the decline of nations

and regions is a product of an organizational and cultural hardening

of the arteries that he called “institutional sclerosis.”8 Places that
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grow and prosper in one era, he argued, find it difficult, oftentimes

impossible, to adopt new organizational and cultural patterns, re-

gardless of how beneficial they might be. Consequently, innovation

and growth shift to new places, which can adapt to and harness

these shifts for their benefit. This is why the United States surpassed

England as the world’s great economic power, he contends. Olson’s

prophetic diagnosis explains the decline of cities like Detroit, Cleve-

land, and Pittsburgh, the great stars of the Organizational Age, and

the rise of creative centers like Silicon Valley and Austin, and the

adaptability of great cities like New York and Los Angeles, which

have eclipsed and supplanted them. The cultural and attitudinal

norms that drove their success became so engrained that they pre-

vented the new norms and attitudes of the Creative Age from be-

coming generally accepted. Instead of nurturing their cities’ creativity,

their leaders stamped it out, causing talented people to seek out

more congenial and challenging places. Their departure, in turn,

removed much of the impetus for change.

When traveling to cities for speaking engagements, I have come

up with a handy metric to distinguish the cities that are a part of

the Creative Age from those that are not. If city leaders tell me to

wear whatever I want, take me to a casually contemporary café or

restaurant for dinner, and, most important, encourage me to talk

openly about the role of diversity and gays, I am confident their

city will be able to attract the Creative Class and prosper in this

emerging era. If, on the other hand, they ask me to “please wear a

business suit and a tie,” escort me to a private club for dinner, and

ask me to “play down the stuff about bohemians and gays,” I can

be reasonably certain that they will have a hard time making it.

Not long after the first edition of this book was published, I was

invited to Toronto to participate in a public conversation with Jane

Jacobs, humorously billed as “Lunch with Dick and Jane.” Before

we went on I asked her, why do some places make it and others get
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trapped? She told me that all communities are filled with deep reser-

voirs of creative energy. But what holds so many back, she added,

are “Squelchers”—overly controlling types who believe that they

and they alone know what’s best for their city or region. They use

the word no a lot and respond to new initiatives or ideas with com-

ments like, “That’s not how we do things here”; “That will never

fly”; or “Why don’t you just move someplace else?”

Writing in the preface to the Australian edition of this book, the

Australian entrepreneur Terry Cutler described some of these

Squelchers at work in his account of a presentation he made before

a gathering of distinguished intellectuals and civic leaders. “Sum-

moning my courage,” he writes, “I described Florida’s findings

about the correlation between bohemianism and diversity in the

location of high-tech firms. The palpable recoil around the room

at such a radical and distasteful recipe for success left me in no

doubt that these civic leaders would clearly prefer to drift into a

genteel poverty.”9

The venture capitalist Paul Graham, the founder of Y Combina-

tor, Silicon Valley’s premier start-up funding firm, has thought

long and hard about what makes for a successful start-up hub. Most

places that aspire to be the next Silicon Valley, he writes, have

amounted to little more than “roach motels” for start-ups: “Smart

ambitious people went in, but no start-ups came out.”10 It is as if,

Graham wrote, those places were sprayed with “start-upicide.”

What makes Silicon Valley and a very few other places different,

he noted, is that they embrace an ethos that encourages rather than

crushes start-ups and the broader mentality from which they grow.

“The problem is not that most towns kill start-ups. It’s that death

is the default for start-ups and most towns don’t save them,” he ex-

plains. “Instead of thinking of most places as being sprayed with

start-upicide, it’s more accurate to think of start-ups as all being

poisoned, and a few places being sprayed with the antidote.”
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The Great Creative Class Debate

I would have never imagined that my theory relating openness and

tolerance to economic growth would become so controversial when

I was first writing this book. And yet I opened a floodgate. One

critic quipped that it was ridiculous to put street buskers with 

T-shirts and jeans at the center of regional growth. Another claimed

that I am wrongly focused on “singles, young people, homosexuals,

sophistos, and trendoids.” In the decade since the original edition

of this book was published, I have been accused of attacking tra-

ditional family values, of promoting a gay agenda, and of under-

mining the foundations of Judeo-Christian civilization.

I have taken flack from the right as a pseudo-leftist:

To a new generation of liberal urban policymakers and politicians who favor

big government, Florida’s ideas offer a way to talk economic-development

talk while walking the familiar big-spending walk. . . . Now comes Florida

with the equivalent of an eat-all-you-want-and-still-lose-weight diet. Yes,

you can create needed revenue-generating jobs without having to take the

unpalatable measures—shrinking government and cutting taxes—that ap-

peal to old-economy businessmen, the kind with starched shirts and lodge

pins in their lapels. You can bypass all that and go straight to the new

economy, where the future is happening now. You can draw in Florida’s

creative-class capitalists—ponytails, jeans, rock music, and all—by liberal,

big-government means: diversity celebrations, “progressive” social legis-

lation, and government spending on cultural amenities.11

And from the left as a proverbial sellout:

Florida’s proposals ultimately amount to a plea for grassroots agency with a

communitarian conscience amongst a privileged class of creatives, lubricated



by modest public-sector support for culturally appropriate forms of gen-

trification and consumption. There is no challenge to the extant “order” of

market-oriented flexibility. . . . Florida is not asking for a blank check for

new government programs, for major concessions to be made to the non-

creative underclasses, nor even for regulatory transformation. His calls for

creative empowerment can be met in relatively painless ways—by manip-

ulating street-level façades, while gently lubricating the gentrification pro-

cesses. This, critics justly complain, is cappuccino urban politics, with plenty

of froth.12

An attack piece in the American Prospect accused me of essentially

fleecing the rubes, giving speeches, consulting with economic de-

velopment groups in hard-hit Rust Belt towns, and then pronounc-

ing them dead in the water.13 The alleged smoking gun was a single

sentence in my 2009 cover story in The Atlantic, “How the Crash

Will Reshape America”: “We need to be clear that we can’t stop

the decline of some places, and that we would be foolish to try.”14

The gist of my remarks was aimed at the federal government’s

bailout of the big automakers who had managed themselves into

financial ruin. My larger point was that the crisis had blighted

the prospects of some places—not just older industrial cities but

the Sun Belt’s cities of sand as well—whereas others would rebound

more quickly.

I have spent my entire life living, working, and studying in in-

dustrial cities. I adore the realness and authenticity of these great

cities. I have always believed and still believe that they can return

to prosperity, if not to their former grandeur. As we have seen,

some already have. But today’s key drivers and revivers of economic

growth are not massive government programs aimed at reviving

old industries, but rather community-based efforts to cultivate di-

versity and harness human creativity from all possible quarters. As

Ryan Avent of the Economist responded to the piece at the time:
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The man went from city to city encouraging leaders to be gay-friendly, to

support artists, to encourage creativity, and to build amenities like bike

lanes. Perhaps he was wrong to suggest that these measures would deliver

an economic turnaround. I’d say he was less wrong about the secret to

urban success than those urging cities to throw tax incentives at potential

employers, or those suggesting that we ought to adopt an industrial policy

aimed at returning Midwestern cities to manufacturing glory.15

To which the urbanist Aaron Renn added:

I might even suggest that if there is any scamming going on, the arrow is

pointing the other direction. Cities go hire a big name like Florida to give a

speech or two and do a few flash in the pan arts projects, all for a very small

sum of cash. They trumpet that as showing Something Is Being Done and

that change will happen Real Soon Now. Then they go back to doing what it

is they really want to do—namely spending money on all those other things.16

The American Prospect essay didn’t just criticize me, but also the

allegedly circular nature of my theory, writing: “A tautology lies at

the heart of Florida’s theory that has limited its instructive value

all along: Creative people seek out places that draw a lot of creative

people. Florida has now taken this closed-loop argument to another

level by declaring that henceforth, the winners’ club is closed to

new entrants.”17 But in fact this tautology is the very mechanism

by which cities, urbanization, and economic development works.

Renn describes it as a positive feedback system. “Mathematical

truths like ‘2 + 2 = 4’ are tautologies,” he writes. “A positive feed-

back system is one where an effect tends to produce more of itself.”

Avent adds:

That tautology doesn’t just lie at the heart of Florida’s theory; it describes

the actual functioning of urban economies. The value in economically 
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dynamic cities is the people that populate them. Where once, firms would

pay high land prices to be near coal deposits or harbors, based on the eco-

nomic advantages those amenities conferred, they now pay high land prices

to be near talent. This yen to concentrate in particular areas has a number

of dynamics. Firms want to be near customers and clients. Workers want

to be near firms. Firms want to be near workers. Where there are lots of

firms and workers, there will also be businesses serving those workers—in

business and in the provision of consumption opportunities—and those

services attract additional firms and workers. Everyone wants to be where

everyone is, and it’s tough for anyone to go somewhere else because some-

where else is where people aren’t. The result is an urban geography that’s

very lumpy. People clump together, because there are gains to doing so.18

I’m an open book. I harbor no hidden agendas. Over the course

of a more than three decades long academic career, my work has

been concerned with one thing: identifying the key factors that

drive economic growth. When I find myself in front of audiences

primarily interested in arts, culture, or diversity issues, I always

begin with an apology: I am not a student of those subjects, I say,

I have only a cursory understanding of them. The reason I came to

arts, culture, and diversity issues (rather late in my career) is because

I found them to be fundamental to the process of economic growth.

In the interest of full disclosure, I should say that I’m politically

independent, fiscally conservative, socially liberal, and a believer

in vigorous international competition and free trade. As I write,

I’m middle-aged, white, Italian-American, married, and straight.

I have voted for and served under Democrats, Republicans, and

independents, and I work closely with mayors, governors, and busi-

ness, political, and civic leaders from both sides of the aisle on eco-

nomic development issues. The members of my core team of

colleagues and collaborators include Canadian, Swedish, and

other international researchers, as well as Americans, registered
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Democrats and Republicans, far left socialists, staunch conserva-

tives, liberals and libertarians, married and single people who are

both straight and gay, recent college graduates and the middle-

aged. What binds us together is not a political agenda but our com-

mon determination to identify the factors that drive economic

development and rising standards of living.

Let me be clear on where I stand. I believe in markets but recog-

nize government has an important role to play. That said, I don’t

advocate giving government a blank check. I have unequivocally

maintained that large, top-down development projects are a major

part of the problem. I roundly criticize public boondoggles like

stadium-building efforts, giant convention centers, and urban casi-

nos; in fact, I’ve called for a moratorium on all such government

mega-projects. Real economic development is people oriented,

organic, and community-based. Nor do I believe in favoring the

Creative Class over any other group. My theory says that we need

to harness the creativity of each and every person. I have pointed

to the rising inequality of wages, the unaffordability of housing,

and the increasing spikiness of our world as perhaps the key issue

of our time, one that new institutions and a new social compact

are required to solve. I urge communities everywhere to spend their

money wisely, to do the small things that matter, and to focus on

being open to everyone.

Back to the City

In the original edition of this book, I identified the beginning of a

back-to-the-city movement fueled by the rise of the Creative Class

and the Creative Economy. I pointed to data from the 2000 US

Census that documented the trend in cities as diverse as New York

and Oakland, California. I cited the 2000 State of the Cities Report
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by the Department of Housing and Urban Development, which

found that high-tech jobs made up almost 10 percent of all jobs in

central cities, roughly the same as in the suburbs, and that high-

tech job growth in cities had increased at three times the national

average in the 1990s.19 I used Seattle to illustrate the trend. Nearly

one-half of all high-tech jobs in Seattle were located in the city

(most of them in the central business district, Pioneer Square, and

Belltown), versus 35 percent in the suburbs, according to a 2000

study by Paul Sommers and Daniel Carlson of the University of

Washington.20 The study found that many high-tech companies

prefer the urban environment for its “vertical character, specialty

shops, street life, entertainment and proximity to a great mixture

of businesses and cultural activities.” Because so many employees

preferred to live downtown, Microsoft had initiated a bus service

to take employees to its suburban Redmond headquarters. I quoted

the city’s former mayor, Paul Schell, who noted that the key to success

lay in “creating a place where the creative experience can flourish.”21

Cities were leveraging their diversity. Significant numbers of

people were moving back downtown in some twenty-one large

American cities, according to a 2001 study.22 When Gary Gates and

I compared HUD’s State of the Cities Report’s findings to our own

measures of innovation and diversity, we found a clear set of cor-

relations. Metros with thriving downtowns were positively corre-

lated with our own measures of high-tech industry; metros with

high levels of downtown living also scored high on our Gay Index

and the Bohemian Index, as well as on our Composite Diversity

Index.23

The back-to-the-city movement has only accelerated since. Many

large US cities saw their fastest growth in the wake of the economic

crisis of 2008. A 2010 Brookings Institution study found that nearly

two-thirds of the cities with more than 1 million people, “including

New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago—grew faster in 2008–2009
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than the year before, and 23 grew faster than at mid-decade when

many migrants were following the boom to suburbs, exurbs, and

smaller places. Chicago, Dallas, Denver, Seattle, and Washington,

DC, each exhibited their fastest growth of the decade in the past

year.” As a consequence, the study added, “the growth rate differ-

ential between suburbs and cities narrowed considerably over the

latter half of the decade (1.1 percent versus 1.0 percent in 2008–

2009, compared with 1.3 percent versus 0.6 percent in 2004–2005).”24

Urban Tech

When I wrote the original edition of this book, the suburban nerdis-

tan remained the predominant high-tech industrial model. Since

that time there has been a substantial shift to what I have come to

call urban tech. In Seattle, where the shift to more central locations

was already afoot in the early 2000s, it became more pronounced.

The city’s South Lake Union District development, pioneered by

Paul Allen, has become a major center for technology, with Ama-

zon’s new headquarters at its hub. San Francisco began to vie with

Silicon Valley as a location for both tech talent and new start-ups,

such as Twitter, which is located in the city. Twitter co-founder

Jack Dorsey highlighted the shift when he tweeted in February 2012:

“I love the idea of an urban corporate campus with all the energy

and variety that provides.”

And the shift to urban tech was not confined to the United States.

London’s Silicon Roundabout became one of Europe’s leading high-

tech districts, and the older, once bohemian districts of Berlin did

so as well.

Leading high-tech companies also sought out more urban loca-

tions. Google, for example, expanded beyond its Silicon Valley

Googleplex, adding successful centers in New York, London,

Toronto, and other major urban centers. Google’s New York location
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was so successful that in 2010 it purchased the entire building where

it was renting office space for $1.8 billion, adding 2,390,000 square

feet to the 550,000 it was already occupying (the building, at 111

Eighth Avenue in Chelsea, has more floor space than the Empire

State Building). A 2010 article in the Harvard Business Review,

headlined “Back to the City,” noted that for a growing number of

companies “the suburbs have lost their sheen.” The article cautioned

that “businesses that don’t understand and plan for it may suffer

in the long run.”25

Some commentators have even gone so far as to suggest that the

shift to urban tech has advantaged New York over Silicon Valley.

Rather than suggesting that New York would supplant Silicon Val-

ley as the nation’s and the world’s preeminent tech center, these

commentators were simply pointing out that more urban settings

such as New York’s have their own considerable virtues. 

Writing in his Washington Post blog on September 21, 2011, Do-

minic Basulto noted that “some of the most exciting new start-ups

over the past two years have been companies like Foursquare, Etsy,

Tumblr, Gilt Groupe, Boxee and Kickstarter—all of which got their

start in New York. At a time when the cost of launching a start-up

has dropped to nearly nothing, New York’s young Creative Class has

been starting new companies at an astonishing pace. And, in the pro-

cess, they are transforming entire industries from media to food to

fashion to the arts.” Whether Silicon Valley’s hegemony is in jeopardy

or not, there can be little doubt that high-tech has taken on much

more of an urban cast in the first decade of the twenty-first century.

In a 2006 speech, Silicon Valley icon Paul Graham noted that

for all its advantages and power, Silicon Valley has a great weak-

ness. The “paradise Shockley found in 1956 is now one giant park-

ing lot,” he noted. “San Francisco and Berkeley are great, but

they’re forty miles away. Silicon Valley proper is soul-crushing

suburban sprawl. It has fabulous weather, which makes it signifi-

cantly better than the soul-crushing sprawl of most other American
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cities. But a competitor that managed to avoid sprawl would have

real leverage.”26 He could not be more right. “The entire world is

now a rival to Silicon Valley,” the venture capitalist Fred Wilson

declared in the New York Times in summer 2011. “No country,

state, region, nor city has a lock on innovation in technology any-

more.” Or as Basulto spells it out:

Silicon Valley is unquestionably still the role model around the world. It is

the place where foreign dignitaries visit when they want to export “inno-

vation” back to their homeland. Yet, the New York model might be more

flexible for European cities trying to become innovative hubs—especially

if those cities already have the type of urban density that makes something

as simple as a “check-in” worthwhile. One thinks immediately of densely

populated cities like Mumbai and Shanghai—where a Silicon Alley model

may make more sense than a Silicon Valley model.27

The data bear this out, at least to some extent. On July 20, 2011,

Crain’s New York Business reported that New York City had sur-

passed Boston as the nation’s second-largest technology hub. “A

cool $642.2 million in venture capital funding flooded the New

York metro area during the second quarter, with more than $416

million going to 48 Internet-based companies, according to a report

released by PricewaterhouseCoopers and the National Venture

Capital Association. A total of 98 companies in the area received

venture capital funding. This is compared to the New England area,

where 22 Internet-based companies received $290 million.”28 It

was not a one-time occurrence: It was the third consecutive quarter

that the New York metropolitan area, mainly Manhattan, had at-

tracted more than $500 million in venture capital. And it continued

a trend. New York actually edged past Boston in venture capital in

2010, taking in $896 million, compared with $866 million for

Boston. Then, in the first nine months of 2011, New York venture

capital surged to $2.2 billion, more than double the figure for the
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entire previous year, according to a follow-up report in Crain’s.

Despite the rapid growth in venture funding to New York start-ups,

this amount was but one-fourth of the more than $8 billion in ven-

ture funding raked in by Silicon Valley firms over the same period.29

In the Boston area as well, venture capital has shifted from the

outlying suburbs around Route 128 to the urban core. In 2011, start-

up companies in the city limits raised almost $600 million in ven-

ture capital, roughly the same amount as firms located in the Route

128 suburbs.30

Driving this trend is the fact that a growing number of cities and

urban centers have become ever-more powerful talent magnets, the

locations of choice for talented young people. Since 2000, the number

of college-educated young people between the ages of 25 and 34

years old increased twice as fast in the urban centers (defined as the

three miles surrounding the urban core) as in other parts of Amer-

ica’s 51 largest metros, according to a 2011 study by CEOs for

Cities.31 The number of young adults with a four-year degree living

in those close-in urban neighborhoods increased by 26 percent from

2000 to 2009, compared to 13 percent in outlying neighborhoods.

In five metros—New York, Washington, Boston, Chicago, and San

Francisco—more than two-thirds of the residents of the urban core

had college degrees.

What a remarkable change from the past. During the 1970s and

1980s, when I was in college and graduate school, many of my pro-

fessors maintained that structural changes in society and industry

had dealt most American cities a death blow. Multistory factories

of the sort found in neighborhoods like New York’s SoHo or Cleve-

land’s Flats had been rendered redundant by the shift to large-scale

horizontal factories in Greenfield locations, the Sun Belt, or abroad

that offered the advantages of mass production and economies of

scale. Government policies encouraging home ownership and ex-

tensive freeway subsidies had helped to fuel a shift to the suburbs

that was accelerated by white flight in the 1960s.
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City leaders tried to stanch the trend by buttressing the one eco-

nomic activity left in cities: building taller and denser central business

districts that were increasingly filled with government or nonprofit

activities. As failing mixed-use neighborhoods were bulldozed in the

name of urban renewal, cities were transformed into skyscraper ghost

towns—filed with workers by day but empty and dangerous after

5:00 PM, when middle-class workers climbed into their cars and drove

back to their lives in the suburbs, leaving the city to the underclass.

I saw those changes play out in my own life. I was born in 1957,

in Newark, New Jersey, the city that became the nation’s poster

child for urban decay. The Newark of my youth—the place that

Philip Roth has written about so eloquently—was a wonderland

for a little boy, a mix of industries, thriving multiethnic neighbor-

hoods, and a prosperous downtown. On weekends, our extended

family would gather at my grandmother’s home in the predomi-

nantly Italian American neighborhood of North Newark. On warm

nights, we’d take in the professional bicycle races in Branch Brook

Park; during holiday season, we shopped in the retail district at de-

partment stores like Bamberger’s. Among the times I recall most

fondly were Saturdays with my father, especially when he took me

to Newark Public Library, and turned me loose in the stacks, where

I would eventually devour volume upon volume on urban America.

Then, almost all at once, everything changed. I can vividly recall

driving through downtown Newark with my father during the sum-

mer of 1967, when I was ten. The once-bustling streets were barri-

caded, many buildings were in flames. Everywhere, I could see

police, National Guardsmen, and armored vehicles brought in to

quell the riots. The Newark Star Ledger office building where my

mother worked—a place I had often visited—had been transformed

into a barbed-wire fortress. 

In subsequent years, I witnessed the fall of Victory Optical, the

once-grand factory where my father worked, which had provided
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solid livelihoods for ethnic families in Newark and surrounding

communities for years. For many people who grew up as I did, the

decline of manufacturing and of America’s great urban centers sig-

naled the end of this country’s golden age.

But the past decade has seen a dramatic turnaround in the for-

tunes of urban America. In defiance of expert pessimism, cities are

back. Many have become preferred destinations for creative people

and creative companies. Not all cities and not all creative people,

for sure—there are still many who prefer suburbs and rural areas—

but for quite a considerable number. Several forces have combined

to bring people and economic activity back to urban areas. For one

thing, crime is down to its lowest level in forty years. Part of the

reason for this lies in better policing, but much of it can be attributed

to the growing diversity and improved conditions of the cities them-

selves.32 Couples now push baby carriages down city blocks where

not so long ago even the hardiest urban dwellers feared to tread.

Cities are cleaner than they were—there are no more coal-fired

furnaces and incinerators and fewer smokestack industries; they are

also greener and more environmentally efficient, as David Owen

and others have shown.33 Multifamily dwellings that share walls are

easier to heat than detached single-family houses; density discour-

ages car use and promotes mass transit and walking. People picnic

in urban parks, Rollerbladers and cyclists whiz along trails where

trains used to roll, and water-skiers jet down once-toxic rivers.

Beyond the Size Fetish

There is no denying the advantage of size. Bigger cities have bigger

markets. They have more people and more resources to throw at

problems. They generate higher densities, which put people in closer

physical contact and which also increase their energy and resource



328 T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S

efficiency. Bigger cities also have higher levels of well-educated

individuals. But it is possible to make too much of this: many

economists, urbanists, and city leaders suffer from a size fetish.

Edward Glaeser argues that cities need to grow bigger and higher

still, because “tall buildings enable the human interactions that

are at the heart of economic innovation, and of progress itself.”

Land-use restrictions should be eased, he wrote in The Atlantic

in March 2011, because they tie “cities to their past and limit the

possibilities for their future. If cities can’t build up, then they will

build out. If building in a city is frozen, then growth will happen

somewhere else.”34

It’s an understandable mistake, seeing the raw compacting of

people into space as the key to urban economic advantage, because

marginal returns to scale do seem to be ever-increasing. But den-

sity does in fact have its limits. Giant buildings and massive sky-

scrapers can, and often do, function as vertical suburbs where it’s

much easier to conduct your business and life inside, muting the

spontaneous, freewheeling encounters that give cities so much of

their energy. Asia’s great cities are the biggest and densest in the

world, but their innovative and creative impetus pales in com-

parison to places like New York and London in finance, to Paris

in fashion, Milan in design, or Silicon Valley in technology. The

advantage for cities lies in their pedestrian-friendly scale, which

features mixed use and mid-rise structures, abundant bars, cafés,

and other third places, and an active street life that facilitates

human interaction.

“Does Density Matter?”—that’s the critical question that Peter

Gordon and Sanford Ikeda ask in a detailed empirical study of the

subject. They contrast two types of density. The first is “crude den-

sity” of the sort associated with taller and taller buildings. Density

in and of itself, they note, will not generate innovation, new firm for-

mation, and economic development. “If it could,” they write, “county

prisons or the streets around Yankee Stadium as fans crowd into
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and out of games would be economically diverse and dynamic

places—they are not. The former are not dynamic for obvious rea-

sons while the latter lacks dynamism because it fails to provide the

foundation for dynamic long-term growth, although it may sustain

businesses such as baseball cap and hot dog sales.” Too much den-

sity can stifle the exchange and flow of information and ideas, just

as too little does. It is only when density goes hand in hand with

walkability, pedestrian scale, and the like that it can yield real cul-

tural and economic benefits.

The second type of density they refer to simply as “Jane Jacobs

density.” I call it “street-level serendipity.” This kind of density, in

their words, maximizes the “potential informal contacts of the av-

erage person in a given public space at any given time.”35 Density

of this sort not only provides the all-important “eyes on the street”

and facilitates networking and informal exchanges of knowledge

and information, it actively creates demand for local products. In

this way, it leads to diversity, and not just of populations and ethnic

groups, but of tastes, preferences, and demand. “Jacobs density”

cannot be achieved in the absence of diverse land uses and economic

functions that are authentic and “unique enough to attract people

from outside the locality.” 

As Jacobs herself put it: “Densities can get too high if they reach

a point at which, for any reason, they begin to repress diversity in-

stead of to stimulate it. Precisely this can happen, and it is the main

point in considering how high is too high.” And she added: “In the

absence of a pedestrian scale, density can be big trouble.”36

Creative Suburbs and Rural Areas

The idea that clustering only happens in Manhattan-style urban

centers is shortsighted and parochial, however. None of America’s

three largest metros—New York, Los Angeles, or Chicago—crack
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the top thirty on my Creativity Index. And though all innovative

activity requires interaction, not every kind of interaction has to

occur at the pedestrian scale. Silicon Valley—the most innovative

place on earth—is chronically car dependent. Music industry types

who have relocated to Nashville cite the ease of getting around by

car—zipping off to meet for lunch, to get to the studio, or to go

over to a venue to see a new act—as a big part of its draw. Car-

based suburban models necessarily become less effective at larger

scales, but that doesn’t mean that they cannot work.

Many suburbs have extraordinary endowments of the Creative

Class and human capital. The level of college graduates approaches

50 percent of all adults in just a handful of metros—Boulder and

San Jose, Danbury and Stamford. But more than eight in ten adults

in the suburb of Bethesda are college grads, as are roughly three-

fourths of the adults in Princeton, New Jersey; Highland Park,

Texas; Park Forest, Illinois; and Palo Alto, California. Roughly

two-thirds of adults hold college degrees in the Detroit suburb of

Birmingham; and in Reston, Virginia; Coral Gables, Florida;

Evanston, Illinois; and Santa Monica, California.

Some of these suburbs are actively fostering their creative

economies. Ferndale, Michigan, just outside of Detroit, has focused

on promoting its arts scene and has been building affordable hous-

ing and marketing itself as gay friendly. Arlington, Virginia, has

added density by building mixed-use high-rise complexes at its

eleven Metrorail stations, while encouraging the development of

independent businesses in its older neighborhoods. It is a place

of exhilarating contrasts, with funky coffee shops, vintage clothing

stores, and places to hear Indie bands, close upon gleaming office

towers and chain restaurants. Bellevue, Washington, just across

from Seattle, which has been retrofitting and adding density and

mixed land use to its downtown for some time, recently launched

a major core-building initiative, the “Bel-Red Area Transformation,”



a nine-hundred-acre urban infill project that will bring mixed-use

development, light rail, new streets, parks, and open spaces to a

disused stretch of highway.

But as car dependent as suburbs are, the ones that are doing the

best are the most walkable. A 2008 Brookings study by Christopher

B. Leinberger identified more than 150 walkable suburbs in Amer-

ica’s thirty largest metros.37 More than one-third of Americans

say that they would prefer to live in walkable communities, accord-

ing to research by Jonathan Levine of the University of Michigan

and his collaborators. Houses in walkable neighborhoods command

higher prices than houses in more distant, less dense locations. A

2009 study by urbanist Joe Cortright for CEOs for Cities analyzed

the sales of 90,000 homes in fifteen major metros. In twelve out of

fifteen of them, walkability commanded premiums—of as much as

hundreds of thousands of dollars in some DC suburbs.38 Charlotta

Mellander and I found that metros with walkable suburbs had

greater economic output, higher incomes, and higher housing prices;

higher levels of human capital, higher membership in the Creative

Class; higher levels of patented innovations and of high-tech indus-

tries and employees; not to mention higher levels of happiness.39

Walkable suburbs offer many of the features of great urban neigh-

borhoods but with much less of the hassle. Many move to them

from the city when they have families, hoping to gain safety and

access to good schools without giving up the amenities they left be-

hind. Whether they move to these suburbs specifically because of

their walkability, their urban virtues of mixed use and generally

medium-scale density ensure that the innovation and productivity-

enhancing effects of clustering continue to be available to them. The

most successful suburbs share attributes of the kinds of street-level

serendipity that are found in the best urban neighborhoods. Just

as they do in the city, people bump into each other in coffee shops

and other such third places; they discuss projects and make deals.
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In fact, the best urban and suburban neighborhoods look strikingly

more similar than different.

More than half of Americans would prefer to walk more and

drive less, a 2003 national survey reported.40 Still, most suburbanites

don’t want to move to the city. They’d like the best aspects of city

life—its liveliness, its amenities, its walkability—to come to them.

Walkability’s appeal is also being driven by the downsizing

brought on by the housing crisis. Much has been made of the shift

to a so-called new normal, where consumers scale back on debt,

purchase fewer material things, spend more time with family and

friends, and seek greater meaning in their lives. It may sound like

the wishful thinking of ivory-tower pundits—but it really is hap-

pening. According to an eye-opening 2009 survey commissioned

by Builder magazine, home buyers are no longer willing to drive

to the farthest edges of development to buy the biggest house they

can afford. In fact, those are precisely the kinds of homes that are

not selling. Today’s buyers—surprising numbers of them single

women—are looking for smaller houses that are closer in, with ac-

cess to parks and cultural amenities. There is a rapidly growing

market for super-energy-efficient homes under 1,300 square feet—

quite a departure from the 5,000–6,000 square foot McMansions

of just a few years past. “We are entering a new era of home build-

ing, where buyers look for spiritual satisfaction rather than material

gain,” the Builder study concludes—not the kind of language we’re

used to hearing from the construction industry.

But not all suburbs are prospering, far from it. Many, if not most,

do not have the option of developing compact cores along old street-

car lines or near commuter-train stations; not all are filled with won-

derful old housing stock that is ripe for gentrification. Many are

sprawling, relatively characterless places, with spread-out popula-

tions living in cookie-cutter houses on large lots, who commute

long distances to work. With millions of homes underwater or in
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foreclosure, suburbs and exurbs have taken some of the most visible

hits from the great recession. Even as many inner city areas are

being gentrified, blight and intransigent poverty are moving out

to the suburbs, where one-third of the nation’s poor now reside—

1.5 million more than in cities. Suburban poverty populations are

growing at five times the rate of those in cities, according to a

recent Brookings study.41 But even if some of our most stressed

suburbs might have passed the tipping point—like those brand-

new unsalable houses on the far-out fringes of Los Angeles that

were bulldozed to the ground not too long ago, double-paned win-

dows, granite countertops, whirlpool baths, and all—most of them

aren’t about to fade away.42 For better or worse, our suburbs are

here to stay.

A question I am frequently asked is: how do rural areas factor

into your theory, and are they being left behind by the Creative

Age? The short answer is that their fortunes are divided: some are

prospering; others are falling further behind. A large-scale study

by David McGranahan and Timothy Wojan of the US Department

of Agriculture compared the rural and metropolitan Creative Class

across 3,000-plus US counties. They found that the Creative Class

accounted for 20 percent of rural or “nonmetropolitan” employ-

ment, less than the 31 percent in metropolitan areas.43 But com-

posed as it is mainly of “managers, high-end sales positions,

scientists, engineers, college professors, artists and designers,” this

“rural Creative Class” was “similar in occupational structure to the

urban Creative Class.” The main difference is that the rural Creative

Class had lower levels of college graduates and was older than its

more urban counterpart. Their research also found that rural coun-

ties with large concentrations of the Creative Class tended to have

leading universities and colleges (they mention Cornell in Ithaca,

New York) and rich endowments of outdoor amenities, such as

mountains, lakes, and other attractive landscape.
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Remaking the ‘Burbs

Remaking our fading suburbs and rural areas might well turn out

to be the biggest urban revitalization challenge of modern times—

far larger in scale, scope, and cost than the revitalization of our

inner cities. In their book Retrofitting Suburbia, Ellen Dunham-

Jones of Georgia Tech and June Williamson of City College of New

York highlighted some of the most promising approaches.44 In

Phoenix, Arizona, for example, three abandoned strip malls, clus-

tered at the corner of Fortieth and Campbell Streets, were converted

into a restaurant, an upscale grocery, a chic bakery, and a cocktail

bar. The development is called Le Grande Orange, and it has be-

come a huge attraction for diners, shoppers, and local home buyers

who want to live within walking distance of it. National Harbor, a

mix of hotels, residential units, marinas, parks, stores, and indoor

and outdoor entertainment venues, is being built on the footings

of two previous failed projects in Prince George’s County, Mary-

land. When completed, it will extend along 1.25 miles of the Po-

tomac River.

A PricewaterhouseCoopers study found that one in five malls

was dead or dying—a situation that has only worsened since the

economic crash.45 But some of them have become the sites of a

wave of renewal. Outside of St. Paul, the parking lot that sur-

rounded a dead shopping center built on landfill was turned back

into wetlands—which in turn attracted a new “lakefront” townhome

development. In Lakewood, a suburb of Denver, Colorado, a dead

mall on a single 103-acre superblock is being transformed into

Belmar—twenty-two urban blocks with parks, bus lines, restaurants,

stores, and 1,300 new households—the downtown that Lakewood

never had. Eight of the thirteen regional malls in the Denver area

are now planning or have completed makeovers.
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Perhaps the biggest retrofit of all is happening in Tysons Corner,

Virginia, the virtual archetype of an auto-dependent, sprawling

edge city. Located near the junctions of three major highways, it

boasts 25 million square feet of office space and 4 million square

feet of retail space, including one of the largest malls on the East

Coast. Although only 18,500 people live there, the town’s popu-

lation swells to 120,000 on weekdays. Decades ago, developers

hailed Tysons Corner as the wave of the future—one of hundreds

of new stretched out, auto-dependent satellite centers that would

render our old downtown commercial centers obsolete. But for

all the jobs it supports, stores it houses, and tax revenue it gen-

erates, Tysons Corner has been losing out of late. Its perpetual

traffic gridlock and its lack of human energy have caused home

buyers to choose other places; some of the companies that were

headquartered there have even moved back into the District of

Columbia.

When the DC Metro announced plans to build an extension to

Dulles Airport that would pass through Tysons Corner, the biggest

debate was not about whether or not it was needed, but whether

to bury it underground—an expensive proposition, but one that

would free up land for densification. On June 22, 2010, the Fairfax

County Board of Supervisors adopted a comprehensive plan that

will transform the town from “a sprawling suburban office park”

to a “24 hour urban center where people live, work and play.” Its

retrofit is being led by its major developers and landowners who

are seeking to make it more walkable, denser with a more integrated

mix of uses, and more connected to the city via transit. There is a

certain irony in this. America’s archetypal Edge City is seeking to

reinvent itself as a place whose hallmarks will be walkability, green

construction, access to public transportation, and abundant public

amenities, like parks and bicycle trails—something that sounds

very much like a real city.
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There are countless other opportunities for reclamation all across

America. Disused golf courses can be transformed into parks and

nature sanctuaries; abandoned car dealerships can be landscaped

and developed as new, mixed-use neighborhoods. Whole commer-

cial corridors, as Dunham-Jones and Williamson put it, “are being

retrofitted in ways that integrate rather than isolate uses and re-

generate underperforming asphalt into urban neighborhoods.” De-

velopers are decking over the parking lots at commuter rail stations

and building high- and mid-rise office/commercial/residential com-

plexes atop them; they are cutting streets through formerly walled-

off corporate campuses and adding restaurants, stores, and public

spaces. Although the recession has slowed down many of the most

ambitious suburban renewal projects, it’s provided further impetus

for community service and greening efforts. Abandoned big-box

stores are being made over into senior centers and schools and

libraries—amenities that are just as essential for neighborhoods as

eateries and boutiques. This type of strip commercial redevelopment

will be the major development feature of the next generation. Most

of these retrofits, of course, are a far cry from the organic authen-

ticity of real cities, Dunham-Jones and Williamson note, but they

build community and lay the groundwork for still further redevel-

opment. Writ large and multiplied across hundreds of other metros,

they are remaking the way Americans live and laying the ground-

work for future economic prosperity. 

Talent in Cities and Suburbs

Although we have long known that human capital is central to eco-

nomic growth, most studies have measured it across either nations

or metropolitan regions. But how is human capital distributed

within metros? And how might that affect regional development?
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Metros vary widely in terms of their shape as well as their size.

Some have concentrated central cities or cores—for example,

within the greater New York metropolitan area, Manhattan has

heavy concentrations of business and also significant concentrations

of higher-income, higher-skill, higher-human-capital individuals.

Others, like Los Angeles and Atlanta, are more sprawling, with

higher-income, higher-skill, higher-human-capital individuals re-

siding mainly in the suburbs.

In a 2011 study, Charlotta Mellander, Kevin Stolarick, and I used

statistical models to examine the effects on regional incomes and

housing values of the distribution of human capital in the suburbs

and cities of metro areas. We found that both suburbs and cities

play different but important roles in regional development. Sub-

urban human capital is the key factor in smaller and medium-sized

metros, those with fewer than one million people. This makes sense,

actually. It is easier to get around in smaller metros; there is less

congestion and less pressure for central locations. Skilled people

can live further out and easily get to the center when needed.

But once metro populations surpass one million people, human

capital in the center city begins to play a bigger role. In these larger

metros, center city human capital was more strongly related to re-

gional incomes and housing values. And the effect grew stronger

as metros got bigger. Metros with more than three million people

had nearly twice the density of human capital as those between

one and three million. This, too, makes intuitive sense. Commutes

are longer and congestion worse in larger metros, causing higher

skilled, higher human-capital people to begin to seek out more cen-

tral locations.

Overall, we found that the distribution of human capital between

suburbs and cities had a greater effect than we expected on a metro’s

overall economic performance. In virtually every permutation of our

analysis, the results were stronger when we separated center-city and



suburban shares than when we looked at a metro’s overall level of

human capital.

Metro Nation

Take it from me, a card-carrying, dyed-in-the-wool urbanist who

has lived in inner cities for most of my adult life: my urbanist fellow

travelers are making a big mistake when they impugn the suburbs

wholesale. Just over one-half of Americans live in the suburbs, and

the great majority of them are content to stay there. More than

two-thirds (68 percent) of suburbanites are “satisfied” or “very

satisfied” with where they live; 57 percent rated their communities

as the “best” or “near-best,” according to a survey I conducted

with the Gallup Organization and report in my book Who’s Your

City?. A separate Pew survey identified the group of Americans

that is most satisfied with their living choices as college-educated

suburbanites—62 percent of whom said there was no better place

for them to live.46

As Bruce Katz of the Brookings Institution says, “the real America

isn’t found in cities or suburbs or small towns, but in the metropol-

itan areas or ‘metros’ that bring all these places into economic and

social union. We are not a nation of cities vs. suburbs but a metro

nation.”47 I heartily concur. A metro, or a metropolitan area, en-

compasses not just a center city but its suburban rings. Suburbs don’t

grow at the expense of cities; suburbanization and urbanization alike

are parts of the same larger process. Suburbs no longer draw most

of their populations from inner cities, according to the research find-

ings of the Brookings Institution’s Audrey Singer, but grow by at-

tracting people from small towns and rural areas further out, as well

as immigrants from foreign countries, more than 50 percent of whom

bypass cities and settle directly in the suburbs of larger metro areas.48
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Great metropolitan areas are like economic suns; their gravita-

tional appeal is irresistible. Suburbs and cities are mutually depend-

ent. We need to stop debating which is better and start building

the stronger, more tightly connected metropolitan areas that are

the key to our future competitiveness. This task becomes even

more important as our metropolitan areas morph into ever larger

mega-regions, like the gargantuan Bos-Wash corridor that is home

to 50-plus million people and generates more than $2 trillion in

economic output.49

Building the Creative Community

So after all that, how do you build a creative community? Certainly

not all at once and from the top down—most of what defines and

shapes creative communities emerges gradually over time. But that

does not mean that strategy and public policy do not matter. Quite

the contrary. Smart strategies that recognize and enhance bottom-

up, community-based efforts that are already working can help ac-

celerate the development of creative communities, as we can see

in the following cases.

Austin City Limits

A good case in point is Austin, Texas. Although much of what oc-

curred there happened organically, over time the city developed

an integrated strategy for harnessing the 3T’s and leveraging quality

of place. It started with the first T, technology. During the 1980s

and 1990s, Austin went to great lengths to bolster its technology

base. It began, as many places do, by recruiting branches of firms

from other places—IBM, Intel, and Motorola to name a few.50 The

city’s leadership made benchmarking visits to leading high-tech
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regions, both to learn from their best practices and to pay visits to

companies they wanted to attract. Austin was selected as the home

of two major research consortia, MCC (the Microelectronics and

Computer Technology Corporation) and SEMATECH (Semicon-

ductor Manufacturing Technology), both of them supported by

the federal government and leading firms in those fields. But the

effort did not stop there. Under the leadership of fabled entrepre-

neur George Kozmetsky and others, the region built a thriving en-

trepreneurial climate. It also invested heavily in the second T, talent,

by building up the University of Texas and attracting hundreds of

millions of dollars in federal and state research dollars.

The Austin story would not be complete without the third T, tol-

erance. Ask the average person the following question: what is the

first thing that comes to your mind when you hear about Austin?

Most people don’t answer Dell, Trilogy, or any other high-tech

company. Many of them mention Austin City Limits, the live music

broadcast on public TV, or perhaps the South-by-Southwest Fes-

tival. Alongside efforts to develop technology and tolerance, the

region has made considerable investments in its lifestyle and music

scene—right down to the clubs and bars of Sixth Street. The city’s

downtown running trail features a bronze sculpture of a famous

regional figure, the late guitarist Stevie Ray Vaughn. When one

high-tech company, Vignette, expanded into a new facility in down-

town Austin, it agreed to establish a $1-million fund to support the

local music scene.51

After I delivered a speech in Austin in spring 2000, a group of

business and political leaders invited me to join them for “Hippie

Hour” at a local club. Delighted, I replied that I was certainly ready

for “Happy Hour.” “It’s not Happy Hour,” they pointedly corrected

me, “we said Hippie Hour.” We ended up at the Continental Club,

a ramshackle old place on South Congress Street, hanging out with

a crowd of musicians, Latinos, politicians, high-tech business types,
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and even a few hippies—a veritable cauldron of creativity where

everyone could let their hair down and be themselves.

More than ten years later, Austin continues to attend to its unique

cultural qualities as well as its economic growth. “Ronnie Johnson,

my bass player, used to say, ‘Austin is a good place to leave your

stuff,’” the alt country performer James McMurtry wrote on his

blog in 2011.

I can’t imagine a better place for a musician to grow up than Austin. There

are so many live music venues. A kid with ample talent and drive can find

a gig here. . . . After my Tuesday night show, I usually hang around to hear

the Ephraim Owens Trio, three incredible jazz players. I don’t know what

they’re doing, but I like it. Through the plate glass window, I can see our

rapidly changing skyline, new glass high-rises climbing skyward. The re-

mains of Liberty Lunch and countless other clubs are buried somewhere

under that glass, metal, and stone. Ronnie Johnson leaves his stuff in Marfa

now, Austin having grown expensive for a side man. It’s not the same town,

but the music carries on. I’ll stay a while yet.52

U2 and High-Tech

Dublin, Ireland, provides another interesting case of a city that

consciously cultivated its creative development.53 In the 1970s, Ire-

land suffered from double-digit unemployment, stagnant incomes,

and a brain drain of its best and brightest. Then it began recruiting

global high-tech companies through a policy of “industrialization

by invitation.” Financial and tax-related incentives helped attract

high-tech giants, including IBM, Lotus, Intel, Microsoft, Dell, Gate-

way, and Oracle, which were also lured by the thick talent pool

emerging from the country’s world-class universities. The Irish

government formed a body called Enterprise Ireland to support
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entrepreneurship and venture capital and foster an indigenous

high-tech industry. By 2000, the Irish software industry included

some 900 firms, employing over 30,000 people.

But these traditional economic development efforts would not

have worked if Ireland had not buttressed them with a major

lifestyle effort. First, the basic idea of recruiting technology com-

panies and entrepreneurs was extended to the artistic and cultural

scene of actors, writers, and musicians. By offering tax breaks to

culturally creative people and a high-quality place to live and work,

the country has not only retained its growing legion of native

celebrities, such as U2, Van Morrison, and Liam Neeson, but also

plays host—and home—to many international stars. The second

step revolved around building true quality of place, grounded in

history and authenticity. Dublin began by restoring its Temple Bar

district, utilizing $25 million in European Union tourism funds to

revitalize the pubs where James Joyce, Bram Stoker, and Samuel

Beckett might once have enjoyed a pint. As the New York Times

reported in October 2000, “Planners were determined not to turn

the neighborhood into a Euro-Disney of faux-Georgian architec-

ture, but to encourage innovative design.”54 Today, the district is

hipper and more energetic than ever.

The Irish economy took a body blow during the financial crisis,

and the country has seen its real estate values tumble and much of

its wealth disappear. But there is widespread agreement that its

Creative Economy provides the only way forward. 

Back in 2000, when I was first writing this section, I could never

have imagined that in fall 2011, at the Global Irish Economic

Forum, Bono, on a panel with Bill Clinton, would cite The Rise of

the Creative Class by name, as he made the case that the Irish people

were “very, very well suited for the 21st century.” “Hierarchical so-

cieties don’t translate well into the 21st century,” he continued.

“The industrial revolution may sit well with some of our neighbours,



but the Irish have never been good at fitting into it. We’re not good

at taking orders, perhaps. But we are great anarchic thinkers. . . .

We have an environment that creative people want to be around—

like Richard Florida talks about in The Creative Class. There is an

environment that people want to be around and music and culture

are part of that.”55

Zappos and Las Vegas

Far from the glitz and bling of the Strip, an intriguing transforma-

tion has been under way in Las Vegas’s struggling downtown core.

Las Vegas, as Chapter 11 showed, has the lowest Creative Class

concentration of any large metro in the United States—but perhaps

not for long. Zappos is moving its headquarters from an outlying

suburb to the old City Hall building and CEO Tony Hsieh’s goal

is to create a vibrant, urban district in the surrounding area.

As I wrote in my 2010 book, The Great Reset, Zappos has been a

leader in upgrading low-pay, low-skill service jobs. Most of Zappos’

employees work in fulfillment and customer service—taking cus-

tomer orders and packing and shipping shoes. Zappos’s base pay

for unskilled work is $11.00 an hour, well above the average. The

company works hard to recruit the right people and has adopted

a radical policy to screen them even further—a week after a new

person starts, he or she is offered a $1,000 bonus to quit. Employees

who take the company up on “The Offer” prove that they don’t

have the commitment that Zappos demands. Zappos offers exten-

sive in-house training and development programs so employees

can gain higher wages and advance their careers through promotion

from within; at the same time, team members are encouraged to

be themselves by embracing their differences.

Hsieh and his partners plan to invest as much as $350 million in

redeveloping downtown Las Vegas, according to several accounts
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published in early 2012. In addition to $60 million in renovations

to the City Hall Building, where some 1200 Zappos workers will

be employed, another $100 million will be dedicated to residential

development, $50 million for high tech startups, and $50 million

for other small businesses like cafes, bars, book stores, restaurants,

and other third places to help flesh out the character and texture

of the neighborhood. Another $50 million has been set aside for

education and upgrading local schools. Fortune called Hsieh a

“combination of Steve Wynn meets Walt Disney meets Jane Ja-

cobs.” Hsieh responded, “This isn’t so different than what we built

at Zappos. We’re just scaling it.”56

Hsieh wants as many Zappos employees to move downtown as

possible, so one of the first uses he put all that money to was to take

over the leases for 50 apartments in The Ogden, one of the neigh-

borhood’s most desirable high-rise buildings. Apartments are of-

fered to Zappos employees at subsidized rents. Hsieh and his

Downtown Project team have already moved into the top floor.

Zappos’ urban-renewal project is two-pronged. On the one hand,

the company is building a facility and importing Creative and Service

Class jobs. On the other, it is working to turn Las Vegas itself into

an idea center. Hsieh has entered into a partnership with a company

that leases small jets to start a new airline that will shuttle techies

and entrepreneurs between the Bay Area and Las Vegas. Zappos

has invested in a monthly downtown arts festival and has spurred

a local start-up incubator program. Its employees have partnered

with local tech groups on regular exchanges and seminars.

Hsieh believes that serendipitous interactions—what he calls

“collisions” between people—facilitate relationships and spark

ideas. “When you’re in a city, the bar or the restaurant becomes an

extended conference room,” he says. Since downtown Las Vegas

didn’t have that, he explained, “The idea went from ‘let’s build a

campus’ to ‘let’s build a city.’”
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An article in Forbes magazine dubbed these efforts a new form

of “corporate neo-urbanism”—a way of “reviving, in an interesting

new form, a kind of intimate relationship between corporations

and cities.” The article contrasts this with two previous paradigms

of company community interaction. At the beginning of the In-

dustrial Revolution, rising manufacturers literally built company

towns from the bottom up for their workers. During the Organi-

zational Age, the suburbs became virtual dormitories for their man-

agers. “In the third era, corporations need creative talent, and here

they run into an immediate problem. Unlike the blue-collar worker

of the first generation company towns, or the docile Organization

Man types of second-generation suburban towns, the Creative Class

workforce needs a far more stimulating environment to function,”

it notes.57 Hsieh’s and Zappos’ solution, the article concludes, is to

adapt and absorb a small, relatively manageable and inexpensive

city, Las Vegas, to this new model. All in all, it is an interesting and

important experiment that may point the way to the revitalization

of many other struggling downtown urban centers.58

Pittsburgh—Still the Base Case

In the original edition of this book, I used my then hometown of

Pittsburgh as my base case about the transition from an old in-

dustrial age economy and society to a creative community. If a

city with all of Pittsburgh’s assets—great universities, industrial

age architecture, splendid natural amenities, and emerging human

creativity—can’t make it in the Creative Age, I wrote, then the fu-

ture does not bode well for other older industrial cities. Back then,

it looked like Pittsburgh might be on the wrong track. Too much

of its precious creative capital (graduates of the University of Pitts-

burgh and Carnegie Mellon) were leaving, along with the start-

up companies they’d founded. Although the city had made some
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important strides in self-reinvention, and indeed ranked near the

top of some magazines’ lists of the “Best Places to Live,” it had been

hurt by its long legacy of top-town redevelopment, such as the

transformation of the Homestead Steel Works into a giant water-

front mall featuring islands of big-box retail stores amid yawning

acres of parking lots.

I noted the conflict between the Squelchers who ran the town—

the old capitalists who frequented the Duquesne Club—and the

emerging energy of the region’s Creative Class. In the 1990s, when

I lived there, the Squelchers were promoting a revitalization plan

that turned on spending $1 billion for two new sports stadiums

and a convention center, even after their initial proposals had been

soundly rejected by a popular vote. The National Center for Historic

Preservation singled out their “Fifth and Forbes” downtown plan—

which sought to raze several blocks in the center of downtown and

replace them with an urban mega-mall, complete with a Nord-

strom’s, multiplex cinema, and chain nightspots like a Hard Rock

Café and a Planet Hollywood—as perhaps the worst example of

urban renewal of the past forty years.

But there were good things, too. I was involved with some of them

while I was living there, and many of them have since borne fruit.

As my friend and colleague Don Carter, the architect, professor, and

director of Carnegie Mellon’s Remaking Cities Institute, recounts:

Something else was happening—an unprecedented bubbling up of quality

of life initiatives from individuals, volunteer groups, and non-governmental

organizations, many of which were in turn funded by the corporations and

foundations. There was receptivity to new things and willingness to take

risks. This bottom-up energy was especially exhibited by young adults in

their twenties and thirties who began populating older neighborhoods, ren-

ovating houses, creating art, and starting new businesses. Two important

civic groups, PUMP (Pittsburgh Urban Magnet Program) and GroundZero

Action Network, were created by and for young adults. Word of mouth fed



a trickle and then a steady flow of young expatriate Pittsburghers back home

(“boomerangs”) and young newcomers eager to take advantage of the low

cost of living, available jobs, and a vibrant cultural scene.

Pittsburgh has made signal progress on the arts, culture, and

community development front. The Andy Warhol Museum and

the Mattress Factory, a museum-work space devoted to large-

scale installation art, have both achieved worldwide recognition.

Pittsburgh Filmmakers and the Manchester Craftsmen’s Guild,

which started as grassroots efforts more than thirty years ago,

have become nationally known. Smaller visual-arts collectives like

the Brew House (which originated as a squatter-artist project) have

thrived, as have a multitude of small theater companies. 

Street-level culture has gained a growing foothold in Pittsburgh,

too, as main street corridors in several older Working Class districts

have been transformed. Along Carson Street on the South Side, a

former steel-mill neighborhood once best known for having a polka

named after it, galleries, theaters, and cafés have sprung up amid

the older stores and bars; as one local wit has observed, this is now

a place where “blue-hairs of both types converge.” Similar street-

level scenes have cropped up elsewhere, notably along Penn Avenue

in Garfield, long one of the city’s poorest neighborhoods, and pre-

dominately black. 

Carter points to Lawrenceville as another particularly promising

neighborhood. “It is attracting hipsters, blue-collar families, pro-

fessional families, artists, cool restaurants, architects, students, fac-

ulty, renovators and landlords, bicyclists, and most importantly,

private and public investment,” he notes. “Lawrenceville has many

neighborhood celebrations: Art All Night; 16 to 62 Design Zone;

Disposable Film Festival; Doo Dah Festival (honoring Stephen Fos-

ter, who grew up in Lawrenceville); Joy of Cookies Tour; Annual

House Tour; Annual Artist Tour, etc.” As a result, Pittsburgh has

moved from a laggard to a leader in locally oriented creativity and
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quality of place. Its architecture and urban design community has

become much more vocal about the need to preserve historic build-

ings, invest in neighborhoods, and institute tough design standards.

And it has developed exemplary initiatives for green building and

the conversion of old rail lines to bike trails.

On the economic development front, Pittsburgh has shifted its

attention from downtown to the universities and has embraced

start-ups, innovation, and creativity. It worked hard to attract and

retain the Creative Class. It has generated high-tech companies

and has navigated the current economic crisis very well. Pittsburgh

ranked as one of the top twenty strongest-performing metro regions

in spring 2009, at the peak of the economic crisis, according to the

Brookings Institution’s Metro Monitor. A 2010 study by the Uni-

versity of Pittsburgh’s University Center for Social and Urban Re-

search, comparing the educational attainment of workers age

twenty-four to thirty-four in the country’s top forty metropolitan

areas, found that nearly one-half (48.1 percent) of Pittsburgh res-

idents in that cohort had obtained at least a bachelor’s degree.59

This puts Pittsburgh in fifth place, after Boston, San Francisco,

Washington, DC, and Austin.

Many pundits have begun to single out Pittsburgh as an example

of successful transformation from an older industrial to a more

knowledge-based economy. Newsweek’s Howard Fineman, a Pitts-

burgh native, has taken to invoking Pittsburgh as a model for re-

vitalizing older industrial cities and even for urban policy in the

age of Obama. “Before jetting off to the Middle East and Europe,”

Fineman wrote in spring 2009, “President Obama took care of

another piece of international diplomatic business: He announced

the city in which the United States will host the next G20 summit

in September. His choice drew laughter and puzzlement from re-

porters and diplomats alike. Pittsburgh? Are you serious? As a

proud native,” Fineman continued, “I understand and agree with
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the president’s decision. Pittsburgh’s story is inspiring and im-

pressive. It was a rusting steel-making behemoth that, through

struggle, pain and creativity, retooled itself as a surprisingly vibrant,

21st-century leader in education, computer science, medical re-

search, sports entertainment and boutique manufacturing. By

most measures—unemployment and foreclosure rates, to name

two—Pittsburgh is an island of calm in the raging recession.”60

But Pittsburgh’s transformation, though successful, is not yet

complete. As of 2010, Pittsburgh’s population was just 305,704, less

than one-half its 1950 level of 676,806 people. And the region re-

mained one of the least diverse in the country, with a population

that is 87 percent white, the third-whitest of America’s 100 largest

metro areas, according to a Brookings Institution study.61

Regional economic transformation takes a long time. Greater

Boston’s revitalization, which began in the 1940s and 1950s, didn’t

turn the corner until the 1980s or 1990s, and it is still ongoing.

Viewed in this light, Pittsburgh’s transition is midstream. As John

Craig, the former editor of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette wrote in the

Washington Post, “When I think about the lessons that the Steel

City’s 30-year economic transformation may hold for Detroit, an-

other town built on an industry beaten by competition and con-

fronting bankruptcy, I have to say that the first and hardest lesson

for the Motor City is this: Fundamental change will be much longer

in coming than you can imagine.” 

A headline in the Pittsburgh Post Gazette on January 15, 2012,

proclaimed how far the city had come. “Watch Out Portland—

Pittsburgh’s Lookin’ Hip.” Its subtitle added the necessary coda:

“Is It Really Possible We are Actually, Authentically Cool?”62 The

jury is still not in, but things in Pittsburgh are going in a much

better direction than they were a decade ago.
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C H A P T E R  1 6

The Geography 

of Inequality

O ne evening in 2002, I found myself in a Zen-style garden

in one of Northern California’s most upscale neighborhoods.

Enclosed by high walls, with flowering plants and small

sculptures artfully placed amid beds of raked sand, the garden ad-

joined the home of a Palo Alto venture capitalist. The audience

facing me could have served as a group portrait for the Creative

Class. There were engineers and entrepreneurs, artists and musi-

cians, businesspeople and venture capitalists. Many were tastefully

clad in black or neo-hippie garb. Everyone looked permanently

young in that ineffably California way. They asked challenging and

provocative questions, most of them having little to do with their

own status in life. Mostly, they wanted to know what the Creative

Age had in store for people like the ones who tended the garden

we were sitting in and who had prepared the finger foods we were

enjoying—and who were being left further and further behind by

the onslaught of technology-based growth and rising housing prices.

I’d had a firsthand look at those left behind myself, just a few

hours before, when my cab driver had taken a wrong turn and we

found ourselves in East Palo Alto. The streets were lined with shabby



storefronts with signs for check-cashing services and cerveza fria,

and instead of people who looked forever young, I saw teenagers

who looked too old too soon. East Palo Alto was a poster child for

rising inequality. Granted, it’s hardly the poorest place on earth.

Most of its adult residents have jobs—indeed, some have more than

one. Many are immigrants, and they come from places where living

conditions and life prospects are much worse. But their poverty is

deepening and their numbers are vast—in East Palo Alto, in neigh-

borhoods up and down the Silicon Valley, and all over the country

and the world.

I had intended to include a chapter on inequality in the original

edition of this book, but my editor at the time informed me that

the book had already run to a quite substantial length. The original

edition did touch on some aspects of it. I cited a February 2000

story in the New York Times, reporting the housing affordability

crisis faced by Working and Service Class people in Silicon Valley.1

I cited another report that found that roughly one-third of the es-

timated 20,000 homeless people in Santa Clara County (the heart

of Silicon Valley) had full-time jobs. And I noted that at the very

height of the technology boom in the late 1990s, the Valley’s No.

22 bus had become known as “the rolling hotel” because a growing

number of workers had nowhere else to sleep.2 I cited Rebecca

Solnit and Susan Schwartzenberg’s 2001 book, The Hollow City,

which argued that rising rents were undermining San Francisco’s

unique advantage as a creative center by driving out artists, musi-

cians, small shopkeepers, and people with children. “When the new

economy arrived in San Francisco,” they wrote, “it began to lay

waste to the city’s existing culture.”3

I did take up the issue of inequality in my 2004 follow-up, The

Flight of the Creative Class. There, I cited a Brookings Institution

study that traced inequality in US cities (as opposed to metros) be-

tween 1979 and 1999.4 Only thirteen cities had a balanced class
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structure, it found. Eight cities, including San Jose and Raleigh, had

class structures strongly tilted to the high-end groups, and seven

additional cities, including Washington, DC, and San Francisco,

had divided class structures, characterized by an extreme U-shaped

distribution of wealth between the rich and poor. Forty-three cities

had become repositories for predominantly low-income households.

That book also introduced a new metric of wage inequality across

metros developed by my colleague Kevin Stolarick, which compared

the wages of Creative Class members to those in the other classes.

What he found was disconcerting. Metros that ranked highest on

the Creativity Index also tended to have the highest levels of in-

equality. San Jose was the most unequal metro in the nation, New

York was second, and greater Washington, DC, Raleigh-Durham,

Austin, and San Francisco all ranked among the most unequal met-

ros in the country.

In a 2006 essay in The Atlantic, I showed that America’s economic

and social fabric was being reshaped by a realignment that is as

significant as the historical migrations of pioneers westward, of

African Americans from the rural South to the urban North, and

of postwar families from cities to suburbs to exurbs. I called it the

“means migration”—the mass relocation of highly skilled, highly

educated, and highly paid Americans to a relatively small number

of metropolitan regions and a corresponding exodus of the tradi-

tional lower and middle classes from these same places.5

I noted that the geographic sorting of people by their economic

potential on this large a scale is simply unprecedented. I quoted

Wharton School economist Joseph Gyourko, who told me that this

“spatial sorting will affect the nature of America as much as the

rural-urban migration of the late nineteenth century did.” I cited

a 2005 study that documented the growing divergence in human

capital among US metros over the past four decades.6 In 1970, most

metros had similar levels of college graduates. Eleven percent of
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American adults had a college degree at the time, and the figure

was between 9 and 13 percent in fully half of metros. By 2000, there

were metros with more than 40 percent college graduates and others

with less than 10 percent. By 2010, three metros had more than 50

percent college grads, and nineteen had more than 40 percent. In

Flight of the Creative Class, I cited the research of Robert Cushing,

who used tax-return data from the IRS to chart the means migra-

tion. He found that households moving from Austin to Kansas City

in the 1990s earned an average of $25,912 a year, for example. Those

going in the other direction, from Kansas City to Austin, earned

over $65,000. The same basic pattern was occurring in other creative

centers, from San Francisco and Los Angeles to Boston and Seattle.

Inequality moved from the margins to the very front and center

of American life in 2011. The rise of the Occupy Movement shone

a powerful light on the humongous gap between the top 1 percent

and remaining 99 percent. “The upper 1 percent of Americans are

now taking in nearly a quarter of the nation’s income every year,”

is how the Nobel Prize–winning economist Joseph Stiglitz summed

up the situation. “In terms of wealth rather than income, the top 1

percent control 40 percent,” he said, adding that “twenty-five years

ago, the corresponding figures were 12 percent and 33 percent.”

And then he cautioned: “One response might be to celebrate the

ingenuity and drive that brought good fortune to these people, and

to contend that a rising tide lifts all boats. That response would be

misguided. While the top 1 percent have seen their incomes rise

18 percent over the past decade, those in the middle have actually

seen their incomes fall. For men with only high-school degrees, the

decline has been precipitous—12 percent in the last quarter-century

alone. All the growth in recent decades—and more—has gone to

those at the top.”7

In his speech on the economy in Osawatomie, Kansas, on Decem-

ber 6, 2011—where Theodore Roosevelt delivered his New Nation-
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alism speech in 1910—Barack Obama framed the issue in moral and

pragmatic terms: “In the last few decades, the average income of the

top one percent has gone up by more than 250 percent, to $1.2 million

per year,” he said. “For the top one-hundredth of one percent, the

average income is now $27 million per year.” Then he added: “And

yet, over the last decade, the incomes of most Americans have actually

fallen by about 6 percent. This kind of inequality—a level we haven’t

seen since the Great Depression—hurts us all.”8

Although much popular attention and conversation has focused

on the avarice and privileges of the top 1 percent, most economists

argue that rising inequality has been driven by broader structural

Figure 16.1  The Metro Wage Inequality Map, 2010 

Wage Inequality Index

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Analysis by
Kevin Stolarick. Map by Zara Matheson.
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Table 16.1  Most Unequal Metros by Wage Inequality, 2010

Wage 
Inequality

Rank Metro Index

1 Hunstville, AL .500

2 San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA .481

3 College Station-Bryan, TX .473

4 Boulder, CO .446

5 Durham, NC .446

6 Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT .432

7 Las Cruces, NM .428

8 Decatur, IL .426

9 Austin-Round Rock, TX .418

10 Oxnard-Thousand Oaks-Ventura, CA .417

11 New York-Northern New Jersey-Long Island, .413

NY-NJ-PA

12 San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA .409

13 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, CA .409

14 Raleigh-Cary, NC .408

15 Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, .407

DC-VA-MD-WV

16 Columbus, IN .406

17 Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX .406

18 Rochester, MN .404

19 San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont, CA .401

20 Fort Collins-Loveland, CO .399

Source: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment
Statistics (OES) Survey, 2010. Available online at http://www.bls.gov/oes/. Compiled
by Kevin Stolarick. 

changes in the economy. The combination of globalization and the

shift of manufacturing to lower-wage counties like China, dubbed

the world’s factory, new technologies of robotics and automation,

and increases in productivity and efficiency have eliminated millions

of formerly low-skill but high-paying jobs. As the middle has dis-

appeared, the job market has literally been split in two. On one side

are higher-paying, professional, knowledge and creative jobs that

require considerable education and skill. On the other are an even

larger and faster-growing number of more routine jobs in fields

like personal care, retail sales, and food service that pay much lower
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wages. This process, one of “skill-biased technical change,” according

to MIT economist David Autor, has shaped the huge rise in wage

inequality, which in turn underpins a broader set of social, cultural,

geographic, income, and other inequalities.

Whereas most studies of inequality have focused exclusively on

its manifestations on a national or international scale, much can be

learned by examining its appearance across US metros. Figure 16.1

updates the Metro Wage Inequality Index for 2010, and Table 16.1

lists the top twenty most unequal metros on this metric.9 The pat-

tern remains basically the same as it was in 2004. The list of unequal

metros reads like a who’s who of Creative Class centers. Silicon

Valley is now second, and Huntsville is on top. Boulder is fourth,

Durham fifth, Austin ninth, New York eleventh, and Los Angeles

is tied with San Diego for twelfth. Raleigh is fourteenth, greater

Washington DC is fifteenth, and San Francisco is nineteenth.

Figure 16.2  The Metro Income Inequality Map, 2010 

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2008–2010. Analysis by
Charlotta Mellander. Map by Zara Matheson.



360 T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S

Even though the wage gap is greater in more highly skilled,

knowledge-based metros, those at the bottom of the wage scale also

do better. A metro’s average wage overall is higher in more highly

skilled Creative Class metros—the correlation between the two is off

the chart. Housing prices tend to be higher in Creative Class metros,

however, which migrates this effect for service and working class

workers to some degree. Still, there is no getting around the fact that

wages across the board are higher in Creative Class locations.10

Table 16.2  Most Unequal Metros by Income Inequality, 2010

Income Inequality
Rank Metro Index

1 Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT .539

2 Naples-Marco Island, FL .522

3 College Station-Bryan, TX .515

4 Athens-Clarke County, GA .514

5 Gainesville, FL .508

6 New York-Northern New Jersey-Long Island, NY-NJ-PA .503

7 Miami-Fort Lauderdale-Pompano Beach, FL .498

8 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX .497

9 Brownsville-Harlingen, TX .496

9 Sebastian-Vero Beach, FL .496

11 Morgantown, WV .494

12 Monroe, LA .489

13 Corvallis, OR .487

14 Tallahassee, FL .486

15 Auburn-Opelika, AL .485

15 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, CA .485

15 Midland, TX .485

18 Bloomington, IN .484

18 Santa Fe, NM .484

18 Shreveport-Bossier City, LA .484

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2008–2010. Analysis by
Charlotta Mellander.
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But when we turn to a second measure of inequality,  the picture

changes substantially. Whereas wage inequality considers the dif-

ferences between salaries only, income inequality as measured by

the Gini coefficient takes rents, royalties, as well as dividends into

account. Figure 16.2 maps the Income Inequality Index across

American metro areas, and Table 16.2 lists the twenty most unequal

metros based on income inequality across the country.

It is striking how different the two maps are. Bridgeport-Stamford,

Connecticut, has the highest level of overall income inequality in

the nation—no surprise to anyone who has made the short drive

from leafy Westport to gritty, downtown Bridgeport. Greater New

Figure 16.3  Comparing Metros on Wage and Income Inequality

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2010, and US Department
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment Statistics (OES) Sur-
vey, 2010. Analysis by Charlotta Mellander. Design by Michelle Hopgood.
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York is sixth, and Miami, seventh. But those three are the only met-

ros with more than 1 million people to make the list. The majority

of metros on this list are much smaller, for example, second, fifth,

and ninth place Naples, Gainesville, and Vero Beach, Florida, and

third place College Station, Texas. College Station and Gainesville

are far from the only college towns represented—Athens, Georgia;

Morgantown, West Virginia; Corvallis, Oregon; Auburn, Alabama;

and Monroe, Louisiana, score relatively high, along with some in-

dustrial metros like Brownsville, Texas. High-tech, knowledge-based

metros are conspicuously absent from this list.

The differences between the two inequality measures, two maps,

and two lists could not be more striking. Figure 16.3 shows this,

comparing the way metros fall out on these two inequality metrics.

It arrays into four basic quadrants. Metros in the upper right-hand

corner—College Station, Bridgeport, New York City, Gainesville,

and Boulder—face the double whammy of high income and high

wage inequality. Metros in the lower right—Oxnard, California,

and Columbus, Indiana, for example—have relatively high levels

of wage inequality alongside relatively lower levels of income in-

equality. Metros in the upper left—for example, Tusca loosa, Ala-

bama, and Naples, Florida—have high income inequality alongside

relatively lower levels of wage inequality. Lastly, metros in the lower

left—for example, Sheboygan, Wisconsin, and Ogden and St.

George, Utah—have relatively low levels of both.

Our statistical analysis uncovers only a modest association be-

tween these two measures of inequality. When Mellander ran a

simple regression analysis she found that wage inequality accounts

for 15 percent of the variation in income equality across regions.

What accounts for the other 85 percent?

A number of studies have looked beyond the increasingly diver-

gent returns to high- and low-skill jobs brought on by technology

and globalization. A couple of decades ago, Bennett Harrison and
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Barry Bluestone pointed to the declining rate of unionization.

Unionization was a key factor in the postwar social compact that

elevated the wages of manufacturing workers and others. In their

book The Great U-Turn, they argued that attacks on unions by cor-

porations and the right had led to a weakening of this core insti-

tutional support for wages, driving them downward.11

It might not be so much the growing divide between high- and

low-skill jobs that drives inequality, but the endemic poverty of

the people that William Julius Wilson identifies in The Truly Dis-

advantaged, who don’t have jobs at all or who scrape by in the un-

derground economy.12

Geography also seems to be at play. As we have seen, Christopher

Berry and Edward Glaeser noted the divergence of human capital

levels across cities in 2005, and I wrote about the “means migration”

in The Atlantic. In his book The Big Sort, Bill Bishop showed how

America is becoming increasingly sorted and divided by skill, eco-

nomic position, and political differences.13

The size and density of cities has also been shown to be a factor in

inequality. Large cities and metros have distinct advantages when

it comes to attracting high-skill people, high-tech jobs, and other

economic assets in more global knowledge-based economies. An

important study by Nathaniel Baum-Snow of Brown University and

the National Bureau of Economic Research and Ronni Pavan of the

University of Rochester finds a close connection between city size

and inequality.14 City size alone accounted for roughly 25 to 35 per-

cent of the total increase in economic inequality over the past three

decades, after taking into account the role of skills, human capital,

industry composition, and other factors.

With help from Charlotta Mellander, I looked at the associa-

tions between wage inequality and income inequality, as well as

the factors that bear on each of them from skills and human cap-

ital to unionization, poverty, and race as well as metro size and
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density. Our findings are striking along a number of fronts. Wage

and income inequality, we found, are completely different beasts.15

Wage inequality is closely associated with the shift to more high-

tech, human capital, knowledge-based economies—as one would

expect it to be. It is closely associated with the percent of adults

who are college grads and even more so with the Creative Class.

Wage inequality is also closely associated with both of the key skill

sets associated with Creative Class work—analytical skill  and social

skill. It is even more closely associated with the concentration of

high-tech industry.16 Wage inequality, not surprisingly, also follows

the affluence of metros, being closely associated with region in-

comes, wages, and output per person. Wage inequality is signifi-

cantly associated with the density and even more so with the size

of metros. Although many believe large disparities in housing costs

across cities and metros are part of the problem, wage inequality

is only modestly related to housing costs as a share of income.17

But when we turn to income inequality, the story is different.

Surprisingly income inequality bears little if any relation to the

wealth of regions. There is no correlation whatsoever between in-

come inequality and average incomes and wages, and only a weak

relationship to economic output per capita. In striking contrast to

wage inequality, income inequality is not driven so much by rising

average levels of wealth and affluence.

The broader shift to an innovative, skill-driven, human-capital-

powered economy plays a much smaller role than expected in income

inequality as well. The correlation between human capital and in-

come inequality is less than half of that between human capital and

wage inequality. There is even less of a correlation to the Creative

Class. Income inequality is only modestly related to social skill and

not at all to analytical skill, the two skill types that are associated

with Creative Class work and that are most advantaged by the pro-

cess of skill-biased technical change.18



The size and density of cities and metros also has little if any re-

lation to income inequality. Income inequality is only modestly 

related to the size of a metro and has no correlation whatsoever to

density. And income inequality has no relation at all to the share

of income devoted to housing costs.

So which among the factors we analyzed appear to play the biggest

role in income inequality? Unions, race, and poverty. Let’s take

them one at a time. Unions mitigate income inequality, according

to our analysis. Overall income inequality is lower where unions

are stronger.19

Tellingly—and ominously, for its implications about the state

of the nation—income inequality is linked considerably to both

poverty and race. Income inequality is significantly associated with

the share of the population that is black,20 and poverty plays an

even larger role.21 When Mellander ran a regression for income

inequality, poverty and race remained significant factors alongside

wage inequality.

What it boils down to is this: although the broad structural

transformation of our economy splits the labor market and in-

creases the wage gap between the major classes, it has only a mod-

est effect on income inequality broadly. In fact, the least-skilled

and lowest-paid workers—the members of the Working and Service

Classes—are actually economically better off in more affluent and

knowledge-based regions with higher concentrations of the Creative

Class, even if the wage gap is wider. To really understand the prob-

lem of income inequality, it is necessary to look at the bottom of

the socioeconomic order rather than just the top, where we are

confronted with the tragedy of endemic poverty. 
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The Inclining 

Significance of Class

T he late New York Times architecture critic Herbert Muschamp

once wrote that “just by daring to use the word class,” I had

“changed the framework for discussing social and economic

inequality.”1 In the cold war environment of the 1950s and 1960s,

class had become something of a dirty word in America. In 1959,

the sociologist Robert Nisbet declared that “the term social class

. . . is nearly valueless for the clarification of data on wealth, power

and status.”2 Daniel Bell proclaimed not just the end of class but

of ideology.3 A 2001 book was titled simply The Classless Society.4

Sociologists supplanted the older construct of class with a new, em-

pirically grounded construct of “socioeconomic status,” based on

education, income, and other factors, and referred to by the short-

hand SES. A wide range of categories—“lower,” “middle,” and

“upper,” and many combinations thereof—was formulated to cap-

ture and parse people’s position in the social order. Class came to

be viewed less in terms of the kind of work we do and more in terms

of what we buy or how we identify ourselves.

But whether we sweep it under the rug or not, class remains a

major force in our economy and society. As this book has shown,

366
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the members of the three major classes today, the Creative Class,

the Working Class, and the Service Class, each have very different

connections to the economy. They live different kinds of lives, and

they pursue them in very different kinds of places. The more I look

at the reality of today’s society, the more I’m reminded of the Italian

Marxist thinker Antonio Gramsci’s famous aperçu, “Hegemony

here is born in the factory.”5 Gramsci, like Marx before him, reminds

us of an essential point: the reality of everyday life is structured to

a large degree by the very mode of how we work. And as this chapter

will show, class structures everything, from where we live and how

much we pay for housing to our very health and happiness.

One clear line of class demarcation is politics. Political commen-

tators have long pointed to the underlying social and economic

sorting that underpins America’s growing Red-Blue divide. In his

influential book Red State, Blue State, Rich State, Poor State, Andrew

Gelman of Columbia University helps unpack this phenomenon:

whereas rich voters trend Republican, rich states trend Democratic.6

Based on large-scale surveys, the Gallup Organization tracks the

numbers of Americans who identify themselves as “conservatives,”

“moderates,” and “liberals” across the fifty states.7 Conservatism is

clearly growing across America. In February 2011, Mississippi be-

came the first state in which more than half of all residents identified

as conservative, with Idaho, Alabama, Wyoming, and Utah ap-

proaching that level. In Arkansas, South Carolina, North Dakota,

Louisiana, and South Dakota (the rest of Gallup’s top-ten conser-

vative states), conservative identification was 45 percent or higher.

The Gallup data found conservatives outnumbering liberals in even

the most liberal-leaning states (excluding the District of Columbia):

Vermont (30.7 percent conservative to 30.5 percent liberal), Rhode

Island (29.9 conservative to 29.3 percent liberal), and Massachusetts

(29.9 to 28.0 percent).

When Charlotta Mellander and I used the Gallup data to examine

the factors that shape these state-by-state patterns, we found class
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to be a key driver of the rising conservatism. Conservative political

affiliation was strongly and positively correlated with the Working

Class and religion (measured as the share of state population for

which religion is an important part of daily life) and negatively as-

sociated with Creative Class and college grads. Conservative states

were also far less tolerant and diverse. Conservative political affil-

iation was highly negatively correlated with the percent of the pop-

ulation composed of immigrants or gays and lesbians. Conservatism

was most pronounced in America’s least well-off, least educated,

most blue-collar, most economically hard-hit states. More and

more, it had become the default ideology of the economically left

behind.

Class also registers itself powerfully in the politics of our cities.

In the original edition of this book, I noted that as our cities were

becoming increasingly sorted and divided, place itself was coming

to supplant the factory and workplace as the fundamental site of

class conflict. This process has only accelerated over the past de-

cade. Serious political tensions were already erupting over gentri-

fication in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and I cited some of them.8

In summer 2000, for example, a powerful anti-high-tech develop-

ment coalition emerged in San Francisco’s SoMa and Mission Dis-

tricts and quickly spread. A coalition of artists, club owners, and

neighborhood residents held more than three dozen rallies and

protests—including one outside City Hall, in which a group of

demonstrators smashed a computer with a baseball bat. In a pro-

tracted battle that ultimately came to be known as the SoMa Wars,

the coalition collected more than 30,000 signatures across the city

to place Proposition L on the ballot—a measure to ban high-tech

development and other forms of gentrification from SoMa, the

Mission, and other largely residential neighborhoods. The measure

was defeated by less than 1 percent of the vote.9 Back in 2002, I

noted the prospect of a new set of “place wars” that were likely to

emerge in other creative centers.
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But I could not anticipate the riots that broke out in London dur-

ing the summer of 2011. Commentators on the right mostly put

the blame on hooliganism, whereas those on the left cited frustra-

tions with the United Kingdom’s faltering economy and newly im-

posed fiscal austerities. But it seemed to me that more than youth,

ethnicity, or even race, the riots were about class and the growing

divide among classes.

Globalization has made the world smaller and brought its

economies and peoples closer together. But instead of reducing

and flattening economic and class distinctions, it has made them

sharper, bringing them into ever-clearer relief. We make a big mis-

take when we look out across the peaks of privilege from our aeries

in London or New York or Los Angeles to Tokyo, Shanghai, Sin-

gapore, and Mumbai and tell ourselves that the playing field is level.

The defining feature of our world is that it is spiky—and it is getting

spikier and more divided all the time. Those worsening class divi-

sions are ferociously at work in microcosm within our cities.

What happened in London is a tale of two immigrations, which

themselves cut across class lines. On the one hand, the great global

metropolises are magnets for the international super-rich on the

lookout for tax shelters and shopping opportunities. On the other

hand, they attract less-skilled immigrants, hungry for better lives. In

between are the local populations, left behind by fast-moving eco-

nomic change. London certainly has its rich and poor districts. But

in contrast to the physical divides and segregation that you see in

most American cities, London’s rich and poor often live right on top

of each other in rapidly gentrifying enclaves. Rising housing costs,

the concentration of wealth, and divergent life prospects are there

for all to see. As the multinational global super-rich skate by, virtually

unscathed by the economic crisis, the young and the less-skilled im-

migrants are out of work for longer and longer periods, their life

prospects fading as the economy worsens and budget cuts take hold.

London’s riots were a global conflict, played out on a local scale.
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The riots were also a reaction to the unvarnished corporate re-

making of London. Like so many other global cities, the vast ma-

jority of London’s political energy seems to be directed toward the

needs and interests of an elite sliver of its population. The trans-

formation of London into an “Olympic City” involves not just the

redevelopment of stadium and venue sites but the physical reloca-

tion of groups and populations. With the social compact eroding

and a lack of viable mass political institutions to channel the mount-

ing resentment, what comes out is not a coherent voice or move-

ment, but inchoate rage.

And then there’s this: our greatest cities are not bland monocul-

tures; some of the very features that make them so dynamic also

contribute to their instability. Eric Hobsbawm long ago noted that

density and the closeness of the poor to centers of political influence

and power made old cities centers of insurrection. Scattered inci-

dents of flash-mob violence in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and other

US cities are almost certainly harbingers of worse things to come;

the London riots should serve as a wake-up call to our great global

cities and the people who run them. Our urban centers have be-

come increasingly divided and unstable. Left to its own devices,

the unbridled operation of the free market will only make those

divides worse. Simply upping the police presence is a recipe for

even greater disaster.

What’s needed is the recognition that along with the great eco-

nomic rewards of globalization comes substantial responsibilities.

The long-term prosperity of London and other great global cities

requires more than new condominiums, sports complexes, and

cultural districts. Real opportunities must be provided for all resi-

dents, so that the rewards and promises of the creative city can be

shared more equally. 

In 2010, Toronto elected a new mayor, not just a conservative or

a Tea Partier, but perhaps the most anti-urban mayor ever elected

in a major North American city. Rob Ford rode to office with the
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support of lower-middle-class, working-class, and new-immigrant

voters who resented the urban rich, downtown yuppies and hipsters,

and unionized public-sector workers. Styling himself as a man of the

people, Ford vowed to cut spending and go after the government-

sponsored “gravy train.” Upon assuming office, he declined to attend

the city’s famed gay pride festival. Adding injury to insult, his brother

Doug, his close adviser, slighted Toronto’s leading literary light

Margaret Atwood, who gave them the handle “twinfordmayor(s).”

Their plan to turn Toronto’s waterfront into a mega-mall complete

with a monorail, Ferris wheel, and boat-in hotel sparked a public

fury (of which I was a part) and was quickly shelved.

All of this shocked and challenged me because I had long seen

Toronto as a bastion of progressive urbanism, notable for its com-

mitment to justice and fairness for all of its residents. But when my

Martin Prosperity Institute research team prepared a map that

overlaid Toronto voting patterns with the locations of its Creative

Class, Working Class, and Service Class jobs, it all became clear. I

could see that Toronto is completely divided. The Creative Class

is densely concentrated in a T-shaped pattern in and around the

downtown core and closely clustered along its east-west and north-

south subway routes. This is where Ford’s liberal and left-leaning

challengers are located. The Service and Working Classes are pushed

off to the periphery in more outlying areas. Only a handful of dis-

tricts where Working Class jobs predominate are left in the city,

and one of them is the mayor’s. In the United States, the political

divide is also a jurisdictional divide, pitting city against suburb. But

in Toronto, it was all happening within the city itself.

If the world is taking on a Hobbesian cast, it’s because globaliza-

tion, poverty, and affluence have given rise to a new sorting process

that geographically separates economic and social classes, both

domestically and globally. Social cohesion is eroding within cities

and countries as well as across them. It’s little wonder we find our-

selves living in an increasingly fractured society, in which growing
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numbers are ready to vote—or tear—down what they perceive to

be the economic elite of our cities and the world.

Class, Health, and Happiness

The original edition of this book focused on conventional gauges

of economic development like innovation, income, and employ-

ment. Over the past decade, a growing number of scholars have

suggested that we need broader, less materialistic measures of social

and economic well-being. There is growing interest in the field of

happiness. Early studies found that happiness was not simply a

function of rising incomes at the national level. The famous East-

erlin Paradox10 described the fact that while rich people are much

happier than poor people, rich societies are only a little happier

than poor societies, and countries as a whole don’t get happier when

they get richer. Other studies, notably research by economists Justin

Wolfers and Betsy Stevenson, find a continuing connection between

income and happiness.

A great deal of my recent research has focused on the connection

between class and happiness. It finds that class plays a fundamental

role in happiness—over and above that of income. Income mat-

ters, of course, but only up to a point. Once a basic threshold of

income is met, then class kicks in. Nations with higher levels of

the Creative Class post higher levels of happiness and subjective

well-being. Where the Working Class is larger, happiness levels

are lower.

But what about cities and metro areas? In a 2011 study, “The

Happiness of Cities,” Charlotta Mellander, Jason Rentfrow, and I

probed the factors that shape metro happiness with statistical mod-

els that controlled for the effects of income, home ownership,

commuting times, age, unemployment, human capital, and other
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factors. According to our analysis of data from the Gallup’s City

Well-Being tracking poll,11 we found that human capital played by

far the most significant role in the happiness of metros, outper-

forming income and every other variable.12 Happiness was strongly

positively associated with the Creative Class share as well as with

income. Boulder, Colorado, for instance, ranked first on happiness

as well as the Creative Class. Happiness was also negatively asso-

ciated with the Working Class. Interestingly enough, it was also

negatively associated with warmer temperatures, belying the notion

that people are happier in places with warmer, sunnier climes.13

From the TV series The Biggest Loser to Oprah’s documented

struggles with her weight, fitness is a signal obsession of American

popular culture. We suffer from no dearth of health, fitness, and

nutritional experts; celebrities, politicians, and even first ladies ex-

hort us to eat better and exercise more. But we need to face up to

the fact that healthy or unhealthy lifestyles are not simply the result

of good or bad individual decisions. They are inextricably tied up

with the nature and structure of our society. America’s increasingly

uneven geography of fitness is yet another symptom of its funda-

mental economic and class divide.

Smoking and obesity are two of the most significant—if not the

most significant—health problems we confront. Although smoking

has been trending downward, more than 46 million Americans,

about one in five adults, still smoke. Obesity has reached epidemic

proportions: 17 percent of American children (12.5 million) and

33.3 percent of American adults (72 million) now meet the Centers

for Disease Control’s criteria for obesity—percentages that have

doubled since 1980. Both smoking and obesity are associated with

cancer, heart disease, and diabetes. Smoking takes an average of

ten years off Americans’ average life spans, and obesity reduces life

spans by between five and twenty years, depending on age and

race. Each year, about 443,000 Americans die from smoking-related
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diseases; some 300,000 premature deaths are attributed to obesity.

The Centers for Disease Control estimates that smoking and obesity

combined generate annual health costs of more than $300 billion.

We used data from the Centers for Disease Control to build a

Metro Health Index based on smoking and obesity rates across US

metros.14 We measured smoking as the percentage of people who

smoke every day, and obesity as the percent of the population with

a Body Mass Index of thirty or more (see Table 17.1). San Jose and

Santa Cruz are the most healthy metros, and Boulder comes in

third. The least healthy metros are St. Joseph, Missouri, and Decatur

and Gadsen, Alabama. Not surprisingly, smoking and obesity them-

selves are closely correlated with one another.15 In a more detailed

statistical study I conducted with Mellander, we found that smoking

is lower in metros with a higher share of the Creative Class and

higher levels of human capital, and obesity levels are higher in metros

with higher Working Class concentrations.16

Using data from a comprehensive measure of metro fitness—the

American Fitness Index—Mellander and I tracked the relations be-

tween class and other factors on fitness.17 Metro fitness was strongly

positively associated with the Creative Class and negatively associ-

ated with the Working Class. This is a little counterintuitive, perhaps,

because Working Class people put more physical effort into their

jobs, but as discussed in these pages, sedentary professionals are

much more likely to pursue vigorous exercise in their leisure time.

Fitter metros had higher levels of college graduates, more high-tech

industry, and higher levels of innovation—all characteristics of Cre-

ative Class locations. They were also more affluent. Although many

people presume fitness goes along with warmer locations, we found

just the opposite. Each of the top five fitness metros is pretty chilly,

and the top-ranked Twin Cities are among the coldest locations in

the United States—certainly compared to warm and sunny LA,

which languishes in forty-first place. Fitness was strongly related to

happiness as well.18
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When rates of smoking and obesity are used as a proxy for

health and wellness, they reflect more than a medical problem—

they are a socioeconomic problem as well. The geography of health

in America varies considerably and consistently with income, ed-

ucation, class, and race. Tragically, the very Americans who are pay-

ing the greatest cost for these afflictions—in health-care expenses,

Table 17.1  America’s Healthiest and Unhealthiest Metros, 2010

Healthy Creative
Ten Healthiest Metros Metros Class

Index Share

San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA .982 46.9%

Santa Cruz-Watsonville, CA .982 32.1%

Boulder, CO .980 44.4%

Napa, CA .968 27.4%

Bend, OR .966 28.6%

San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont, CA .965 39.4%

Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT .948 39.5%

San Luis Obispo-Paso Robles, CA .946 30.1%

Corvallis, OR .943 41.7%

Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, CA .943 34.1%

Healthy Creative
Ten Unhealthiest Metros Metros Class

Index Share

Gadsden, AL .040 25.1%

Decatur, AL .046 23.3%

St. Joseph, MO-KS .052 25.1%

Gulfport-Biloxi, MS .052 27.8%

Huntington-Ashland, WV-KY-OH .054 28.5%

Pascagoula, MS .054 23.4%

Muskegon-Norton Shores, MI .054 26.6%

Anniston-Oxford, AL .058 23.3%

Flint, MI .073 29.9%

Goldsboro, NC .073 30.1%

Source: Smoking data are from the Centers for Disease Control, Behavioral Risk Factor
Surveillance System (BRFSS), 2002−2008. Obesity data are based on a Body Mass Index
(BMI) greater than 30 and are from the National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention
and Health Promotion, 2006−2008. Compiled by Charlotta Mellander.
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lost wages, and general suffering—are the ones who can afford it

the least. We can tell people to smoke less, eat better, and exercise

more, but the United States will not solve its health problems—

or reduce its skyrocketing health-care costs—until it comes to

grips with class. As America’s class divide worsens, so, too, does

its health outcomes. 

Commuting and Class

Class is also evident in the way we get to work. Across the board,

nearly nine in ten (86 percent) Americans commute to work by car

and more than three-fourths (76.1 percent) drive to work by them-

selves. Just 5 percent use public transit, fewer than 3 percent walk,

and fewer than 1 percent ride their bikes to work. But these patterns

vary widely across metros. It’s no surprise that eight in ten Man-

hattan workers get to their places of employment via public transit,

bicycle, or on foot. But more than four in ten (43 percent) of all

commuters in the greater New York metro don’t use cars, either.

Neither do 25 to 30 percent of workers in San Francisco, Boston,

and greater Washington, DC. Fewer than 3 percent (2.9) of Amer-

icans walk to work, but more than 5 percent of New Yorkers do.

And in the college town of Ithaca, New York, 14 percent do. Only

a little more than one-half of one percent (0.6) of Americans ride

their bikes to work. But more than 5 percent do in Eugene, Oregon,

and Fort Collins, Colorado. In the Portland, Oregon, metro, more

than 2 percent of commuters cycle to work, and in San Francisco

and San Jose, roughly 1.5 percent do. Walking and biking to work

are especially prevalent in compact college towns with high per-

centages of the Creative Class, including Boulder, Ann Arbor, Madi-

son, Iowa City, Corvallis, Gainesville, Burlington, State College,

Pennsylvania, and Lafayette, Indiana.
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I never expected the way we commute to be shaped by class, but

it is. Economist Todd Gabe ran a series of statistical analyses to

gauge the effects of class as well as weather conditions, density, and

other factors that one might think to be associated with how we

get to work. You’d think that density would matter—transit is more

available and it’s easier for commuters to walk or bike to work in

cities and metros that have less sprawl. Weather and climate should

also play a role. Who wants to cycle or walk to work in wet, cold,

and snowy places? It’s much easier and more pleasurable to use

your feet to get to work when the weather is nice. But “what you’d

think” isn’t always what is. Gabe found that class plays a much big-

ger role than either density or weather and climate—in fact, class

plays the biggest role of all. The correlation between the Creative

Class and biking to work is the highest of any in his analysis. Pop-

ulation density increases public transportation usage but has no

effect on walking and biking. Weather and climate play a role,

but not necessarily in the way that one might think. People are

more likely to drive to work in places where the weather is warm

or wet. Public transit use as well as walking and biking are more

common in drier climates but also in places with colder January

temperatures. The longer the commute, the more likely people

are to use public transit, but—not surprisingly—the less likely they

are to bike or walk. Rapidly growing cities of sprawl (those which

built the most houses during the height of the bubble) are much

more car dependent than other places. We can see this when we

look at another set of correlations, between the share of housing

units built between 2000 and 2006 and the percentage of people who

bike, walk, or take public transit to work, which is negative.19

America is becoming more and more divided and unequal—

by income, by the kind of work we do, by our levels of education, by

our politics and culture, and perhaps most dangerously, by our very

health and happiness.



The Geography of Guns

Every once in a while a terrible shooting—like that of Congress-

woman Gabrielle Giffords and eighteen bystanders, six of them fa-

tally, in January 2011—focuses national attention on the horrible

costs of gun violence. But gun violence is something that happens

every day. In 2007, 10.2 out of every 100,000 people were killed by

firearms across the United States. When Charlotta Mellander and

I charted the statistical correlations between firearm deaths and a

variety of psychological, economic, social, and political character-

istics of states, one in particular stood out: firearm deaths were far

less likely to occur in states with higher levels of the Creative Class

and more college grads and far more likely to occur in Working

Class states and those with higher levels of poverty.

Images of drug-crazed gunmen are commonplace in the media.

Guns, mental illness, and drug abuse are presumed to go together.

But that’s not borne out in our analysis. We found no statistical

association between gun deaths and mental illness or stress levels,

and none between gun violence and the proportion of neurotic

personalities. We found no association between illegal drug use

and death from gun violence at the state level. And for all the ter-

rifying talk about violence-prone immigrants, states with more

immigrants have lower levels of gun-related deaths. Some might

think gun violence would be higher in states with higher levels of

unemployment and higher levels of inequality. But, again, we

found no evidence of any such association with either of these

variables.20

Overlaying gun deaths with voting patterns from the 2008 pres-

idential election, we found a striking pattern: Firearms-related

deaths were positively associated with states that voted for John

McCain and negatively associated with states that voted for Barack
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Obama. This might infuriate some, but the statistics are plain to

see. Partisan affiliation alone cannot explain the phenomenon; most

likely it stems from two broader, underlying factors—the economic

and employment makeup of the states and their policies toward

guns and gun ownership.

The Great Dental Divide

There’s seemingly no end to the dimensions of America’s class

divide—religious versus secular, Starbucks versus Dunkin’ Donuts,

NPR versus the NRA, NASCAR versus World Cup Soccer. But one

is particularly striking. Data released by the Gallup Organization21

in September 2011, based on some 177,000 interviews, portrayed

an additional axis of class cleavage, between those who regularly

go to the dentist and those who do not.

When Mellander and I looked at the data, we found a strikingly

familiar pattern. You would expect income to play a role in oral

health, and it does. We found a close correlation between state in-

come levels and how often their residents go to the dentist. But in-

come is not the only factor. Frequency of dental office visits tracked

closely with class, being much higher in Creative Class states and

those with more college grads and much lower in Working Class

states, and even more so where inequality is highest. Oral health

also reflects America’s political divide. Visits to the dentist were

positively associated with states that voted for Obama in 2008 and

negatively associated with McCain states.

Poor oral health is a big problem—one that is linked to heart

disease, stroke, atherosclerosis, rheumatoid arthritis, and diabetes.

Our analysis found close associations between oral health and

two key health factors, smoking and obesity. Visits to the dentist

were negatively associated with both smoking and obesity. And



not surprisingly, more frequent dental visits are associated with

higher levels of overall happiness and subjective well-being.22

Access to dental care stands as a remarkably stark divide in Amer-

ican life, but it shouldn’t come as a surprise. More than four in ten

Americans pay their dental bills themselves, and the past decade

or so has seen a vicious “oral cost spiral,” as Slate’s June Thomas

puts it,23 with the costs of dental care far outpacing both the rate of

inflation and overall medical cost increases. With incomes falling,

unemployment rising, and poverty increasing, dental care has be-

come a luxury that fewer and fewer Americans can afford—and this

despite the high premium that we put on appearance. “We rarely

think about our teeth, but without them many of us would be up a

creek socially and economically,” writes Ylajali Hansen at Generation

Bubble blog. “For many Americans, a tooth can make the difference

between security and destitution. That’s right: lose a tooth in the

United States and you lose your chance to live the dream.”24

Class remains a key feature of American life, shaping everything

from our politics to our health and happiness. Overcoming these

divides requires nothing less than a new set of institutions and a

wholly new social compact that can leverage the full potential the

new Creative Economy holds out, while mitigating the substantial

divides and costs it imposes.
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C H A P T E R  1 8

Every Single 

Human Being Is Creative

T en years ago, I concluded this book with a challenge. It’s past

time, I said, that we members of the Creative Class recognize

that our economic function makes us the natural—indeed,

the only possible—leaders of twenty-first century society. But being

newly emergent, we don’t yet have the awareness of ourselves as a

class that we need. We’re even a little squeamish about identifying

ourselves as such, as though to do so were to undercut our egali-

tarian values.

Then I threw down the gauntlet: it’s time for the Creative Class

to grow up, I declared. We must evolve from an amorphous group

of self-directed, albeit high-achieving individuals into a more co-

hesive, more responsible collective. We must recognize that despite

our differences, we share vital interests and concerns.

I imagined at the time that the dot-com crash and the events of

9/11 might turn out to be our generation’s defining experience—

what World War II was to the Greatest Generation, or Vietnam

and the Civil Rights Movement was for many boomers. Little did

I know about the even bigger temblor that was yet to come—the

deep crisis that emanated from the bursting of the real estate and



credit bubbles in 2008, events that we now recognize as the terminal

spasms of a whole economic order.

But if I could not predict the violence of the crisis, I wasn’t taken

by surprise. The tectonic shift we are witnessing is the result not

just of financial shenanigans but of a deeper and more fundamental

shift—the passing of the old industrial order as it gives way to the

emerging Creative Economy. If we wish to build a new prosperity,

we cannot rely on market forces and the Invisible Hand to guide us.

Left alone, as it has been, the new economic and social order—like

the rise of other new social and economic systems before it—has

generated and will continue to generate greater and greater in-

equalities; the social and economic divides within, across, and be-

tween cities and nations will only grow worse. The grand challenge

of our time is to build new institutional structures that can guide

its emergence and channel its energies in ways that benefit society

and its people broadly.

Inequality has reached levels not seen in the United States since the

Gilded Age. While much attention has been paid to the abuses taking

place at the very top, its persistence today is as much a factor of stag-

nation at the bottom of the economic ladder—of endemic and per-

sistent poverty. Although all developed nations face some level of

inequality, the United States is a statistical outlier when it comes to

its depth and severity. Creativity and inequality, innovation and im-

miseration don’t have to go together. 

New institutions are needed to harness such powerful economic

forces, to address worsening class divides, and to make society and

the economy work for all of us. 

The Creative Compact

The key to all of this is a new social compact—a new set of institu-

tions that can provide a Creative Economy analog to the great social
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compact of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, which expanded and ac-

celerated the growth of the industrial economy and led to the last

great golden age of prosperity. This Creative Compact would be

dedicated to the creatification of everyone. It would expand partic-

ipation in the Creative Economy to industrial and service workers,

leverage new private and public investment in human infrastruc-

ture, innovation, education, and our cities, while reaffirming and

maintaining America’s long-held commitment to diversity. It would

restructure education, moving away from rote learning and overly

bureaucratic schools and creativity-squelching standards. It would

set in place a new social safety net that invests in people and pro-

vides mobile benefits that follow workers from job to job. It would

recast urban policy as a cornerstone of economic policy and ensure

that America remains a beacon for the best, brightest, most ener-

getic and ambitious people in the world.

The Creative Compact would help unleash the innovative and pro-

ductive potential of people—our most precious economic resource—

while addressing the many and worsening inequities that have been

caused by our failure to adapt to new structures and realities.

Despite the incredible outpouring of innovation, productivity, and

wealth the Creative Economy has produced to date, most of its ben-

efits have been enjoyed by a privileged economic and geographic co-

hort. It doesn’t have to be this way. The challenges we face today

may be different in their specifics, but they are by no means new.

We have been through this before. The Industrial Revolution gen-

erated new technologies, new industries, and new productive po-

tential alongside gross economic inequalities—which Marx wrongly

believed would ultimately prove to be capitalism’s undoing. Before

the nascent industrial age could reach its full potential, the devel-

opment of a much more broadly based urban-industrial society,

in which great masses of people could participate, was required.

This industrial society did not emerge on its own but was gradually

spurred into existence, over the emphatic and sometimes violent



objections of entrenched groups, by a broad social compact—the

creation of new institutions and policies that coped with and mit-

igated its most onerous and divisive aspects, extending the benefits

of its productivity to blue-collar workers, turning once terrible low-

paying manufacturing jobs into good family-supporting ones, al-

lowing workers to organize and collectively bargain for their rights,

and ultimately linking wage increases to productivity gains. It also

established Social Security for older people, provided benefits for

the disabled and basic social welfare for the truly needy, while pro-

tecting health and safety in the workplace. It spurred human capital

accumulation by massively expanding the system of higher educa-

tion, while providing federal investments for scientific research and

development, a cornerstone of the innovation economy.

This new social compact squared the circle, turning the once-

divided industrial economy into a middle-class society by allowing

the broad base of the population to participate in it, while enabling

its tremendous expansion. Far from undermining business and

subverting capitalism, by making home mortgages more available

and investing in the development of the interstate highway system,

this social compact encouraged the expansion of key mass produc-

tion industries, from cars to appliances.

It’s worth recalling that this new social compact did not stoke but

actually banked the fires of class warfare. It emerged at a time when

capitalism was not only in crisis but when fascism and communism

were fighting to supplant it. Although some still cherish nostalgia

for the fiery idealism of the revolutionary movements of the early

twentieth century, the long sweep of history suggests that what ap-

peared as a meeker, more tepid reformist impulse was not only more

pragmatic but better, comparatively speaking. Efforts to overthrow

capitalism—either from the right or the left—devolved into chaos

and unprecedented disasters. Efforts to temper capitalism—to har-

ness its innovative Schumpeterian engines while spreading its ben-

efits more widely—certainly didn’t solve all of its problems or
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inequities, but they led to unprecedented prosperity and freedom. If

Fordism was ultimately unsustainable, the foundational principle of

this social compact—that workers must receive a level of compensa-

tion that allows them to participate in the economy—underpinned

what we still look back on as the golden age of economic prosperity.

The challenges facing us today require something even bigger

and bolder. A new Creative Compact for our time must be built

across six key principles. I offer them as a series of overarching pre-

cepts, not as a full-blown plan. The most effective strategies will

emerge from the nitty-gritty, trial-and-error efforts that happen in

the real world.

Invest in Developing the Full Human Potential and 

Creative Capabilities of Every Single Human Being

First and foremost, before the United States or any other advanced

nation can recover, prosper, and thrive, it must strive to tap the full

creative capabilities of every one of its people. We can’t simply write

off the tens of millions of workers who toil in low-wage service jobs.

The United States and other nations will have to find ways to bring

the service and manufacturing sectors more fully into the Creative

Age. The more creative they become, the more productive they will

be. This means enabling and tapping the intellectual and social

skills of each and every worker.

The manufacturing jobs that pay best today look a lot more like

knowledge work than traditional factory work. In fact high paid

manufacturing work—guiding and maintaining advanced machin-

ery, engaging in problem solving and continuous improvement

with other workers and engineers—increasingly is knowledge work.

“If you look at what people are doing in manufacturing today, they

are running robots, designing tools, programming computers,” Ju-

dith Crocker, director of education at the Manufacturing Advocacy

& Growth Network, or MAGNET, a manufacturing promoter in
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Cleveland, told a reporter from The Cleveland Plain Dealer.1 This

is true for every kind of job, including service work. As we saw in

Chapter 11, adding analytical and social skills to just about any job

raises both its productivity and its wages.

Every job can and must be creatified; every worker must be able

to harness his or her own inner entrepreneur. We did it before in

manufacturing. We turned low-wage, low-skill work in horrific,

exploitative factories into the good family-supporting jobs workers

pine for today. We need to do the same for services—for the more

than 60 million Americans and countless others around the globe,

who toil for low wages in everything from food preparation and

home health care to retail sales. Some will counter that this will

only make services more expensive. My response is simple: we can’t

afford not to do it. Decades ago, we collectively conceded that we

would have to pay more for manufactured goods so that workers

could have better wages and a broad middle class could be born.

The demand and productivity it spurred moved the whole economy

forward. The same can be done today for low-skill service jobs.

Tapping into the innovative and creative capabilities of service

workers and engaging them more fully will ultimately make them

more productive. If we paid more for cars and consumer goods,

why can’t we pay a little bit more collectively to the people who

prepare our food, look after our homes, and take care of our chil-

dren and aging parents? Doing so will build a stronger middle class,

enhance social cohesion, and create the demand that can help drive

the economy forward. The service sector is the last frontier of in-

novation in our economy; it needs to be brought up to date, and

upskilling its workers and upgrading their jobs is key to that. Cre-

ativity is our most precious resource; we can’t afford to waste it in

any sector of the economy.

Paul Romer and other leading students of innovation have shown

that investments in innovations and ideas have extraordinary rates
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of return and pay incredible dividends, precisely because they are

public goods; the benefits they confer are broad and reverberate

throughout the entire economy. We need to get beyond the notion

that innovation is something that only occurs among scientists

working in a lab. Innovation happens anywhere and everywhere,

and more often than not it comes from small things. We need to

see all members of society as potential innovators, stoke their in-

novative potential, and extend the definition of innovation beyond

technology and R&D to include investment in the arts, in culture,

and in every other form of creativity.

We similarly need to put entrepreneurialism front and center on

the economic agenda. Although many debate the relative merits

of large versus small companies, it is clear that it is dynamic new

firms that drive innovation, create new industries, and generate a

huge share of all jobs. When policy makers think of entrepreneur-

ship, they think in terms of high-tech start-ups of the Silicon Valley

variety. Those are important. But we must support every kind of

entrepreneurship. 

Fewer and fewer of us have the economic security once provided

by large corporations to fall back on. If industrial age schools read-

ied our children for the workforce, Creative Age schools must pre-

pare them to manage their careers and build businesses of their

own. The goal can no longer just be to get a job but rather to create

a job—and to create more jobs for others. A huge percentage of

new businesses fail, but we can help increase the odds of their suc-

cess. We provide all sorts of assistance to technology-based entre-

preneurs, so why not extend this to all new businesses? Instead of

just building incubators for high-tech companies, why not for

neighborhood restaurants, mom-and-pop shops, and hair and

nail salons? Why not extend support to personal trainers, dieti-

cians, therapists, musicians, artists, and lawn service providers?

The list goes on and on. What kills new business is poor management,
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inattention to cost control, lack of marketing and sales skills. We

need to offer all Americans, young and old, rich and poor, the tools

they need to survive and thrive as creative entrepreneurs.

Make Openness and Diversity and Inclusion a 

Central Part of the Economic Agenda

A growing body of economic research shows that diversity and

openness power economic growth.2 Immigrants from foreign coun-

tries spearhead innovations and enterprise in everything from steel

making to semiconductors and all forms of high tech. As we have

seen, literally half of all Silicon Valley start-ups involve immigrants.

Our policy makers need to do what the venture capitalist John

Doerr said they should: staple a green card to the diploma of every

immigrant who graduates from one of our engineering schools.3

More than that, we need to make this country welcoming to all en-

terprising, energetic, and ambitious people. This is the biggest no-

brainer of them all.

Build an Education System That Spurs, Not Squelches, Creativity

The most important investments we make are not in bridges, high-

ways, and other physical assets but in our human assets. Everyone

agrees that education is important, but our definition of education

must be broadened. Just as the United States once sank vast amounts

of public and private funds into canals, railroads, highways, and

other physical infrastructure to power industrial growth, the country

today needs to massively increase its investments in its human cre-

ative capital. The scale of the effort required is enormous—it will

need to dwarf the public education system, land grant colleges, and

GI bills of previous generations.

Our current system of elementary and high-school education, as

many have observed, is badly broken. It is not hard to see why: it
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is a complete and total relic of the industrial age, developed to stamp

out workers for the Fordist industrial machine as if they were so

many widgets on a, well, assembly line. As Sir Ken Robinson argues

in his book The Element,4 our current approaches to education are

“stifling some of the most important capacities that young people

now need to make their way in the increasingly demanding world

of the 21st century—the powers of creative thinking.”

“All children start their school careers with sparkling imaginations,

fertile minds, and a willingness to take risks with what they think,”

he told the Guardian. “Most students never get to explore the full

range of their abilities and interests. . . . Education is the system

that’s supposed to develop our natural abilities and enable us to

make our way in the world. Instead, it is stifling the individual tal-

ents and abilities of too many students and killing their motivation

to learn.”5

We need to rebuild our education system from the ground up—

and on the principles of creativity and the Creative Economy. That

means an educational system that is less focused on test scores and

standards and more around active learning. We need to pay much

more attention than we have to early childhood learning and de-

velopment; these are the most critical years, when creative abilities

are shaped. We horde our kids into schools, as a form of institu-

tionalized day care, so their parents can work. But too small a part

of the school day is devoted to actual creative development. As

Robinson says, a Creative Age educational system needs to connect

with kids’ real interests and passions. Kids need to become emo-

tionally attached to learning. 

And we need to stop blaming teachers for problems created by

an outmoded system. A large-scale economic study that tracked

more than 2.5 million students over two decades found that good

teachers—those who are fully engaged in their work and rewarded

by their schools—generate not only better-performing students

but effect a wide range of social outcomes. The study developed
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new, comprehensive measures for tracking “teacher value-added,”

separating out excellent, average, and poor teachers. After control-

ling for a wide range of factors, including students’ family back-

grounds, which play an important role in academic achievement

and success, it found that students with top teachers were not only

more likely to go to college and earn more income over the course

of their careers, they were less likely to become pregnant as

teenagers.6

Build a Social Safety Net for the Creative Economy

The Creative Age is not an Ayn Rand fantasy of rugged individu-

alists making their own way; no viable system or society can ever

be. A decade ago, Creative Class freelancers were hailed as the van-

guard of an army of liberating entrepreneurs who were finding fun,

freedom, and fulfillment on their own. The truth, as it always is, is

much more complicated. 

A new social safety net is needed, one that does for the new reality

of creative work what the New Deal safety net did for blue-collar

workers eighty years ago. Not only must today’s creatives and free-

lancers provide their own health care, disability insurance, and

pensions, or do without, as Sara Horowitz of the Freelancers Union

notes. There is “no unemployment during lean times; no protections

from age, race, and gender discrimination; no enforcement from

the Department of Labor when employers don’t pay; and the list

goes on.”7 This must change.

It no longer makes sense to tie benefits to a single employer. The

reality of employment today is mobility. A new social compact

must start from the flexible, hyper-individualized, and contingent

nature of work. That means health benefits that move with workers,

and retirement accounts that do the same. This is good for workers,

good for companies, and good for society as a whole. Canada, for
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example, has a higher rate of self-employment than the United

States; this is one of the key things that has helped bolster its econ-

omy over the course of the economic crisis. One thing that helped

make this possible is that every Canadian has health care; workers

do not need to depend on employers to provide it.

This new safety net must ensure that the truly disadvantaged are

provided with adequate living standards, and even more so, with

real opportunities. Such a system cannot confine itself to material

needs alone. Income from Social Security for the elderly and income

support for the truly disadvantaged are certainly important. But

what we need to do goes much further. And here I am not only talk-

ing about the United States but also societies that many admire for

their more extended social safety nets, such as those in Scandinavia,

Northern Europe, and Canada. A Creative Compact must provide

more than minimal security for those who fall through the cracks;

it must invest in everyone and provide them with opportunities to

develop and fully utilize their human talents and potential.

Some will counter that such a system will promote slacking, as

it has in some societies. But here is the bargain I envision: society

will invest all that is needed to enable you to develop your talents

and passions. But you as an individual must keep your part of the

bargain. You must use those talents and that social investment to

contribute productively to society. The Creative Compact recog-

nizes that all people have the capacity to develop and utilize their

talents; it should recognize self-expression as a fundamental human

right and provide education and training to foster it.

Strengthen Cities; Promote Density, Clustering, and Concentration

Channelling Jane Jacobs, Felix Salmon said it best. “Jobs require

cities.” We can no longer count on companies to create the millions

of new jobs that are needed; job generation increasingly comes

from cities. Cities are the key economic and social organizing units



394 T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  C R E A T I V E  C L A S S

of the Creative Age. They give rise to the clustering, density, and

interaction that generate economic growth. They speed the metab-

olism of daily life, and they accelerate the combinations and re-

combinations that spur innovation, business formation, job

creation, and economic growth.

But so much of public policy either promotes sprawl and decen-

tralization or sees cities as urban basket cases filled with social

pathologies. Cities must be a centerpiece of economic policy, not

an afterthought. 

We need to stop taxing the productive potential of our cities and

metro areas to subsidize dumb sprawling growth. At the same time,

we must be careful not to go too far, building massive skyscraper

complexes that isolate people in vertical suburbs. At the local level,

cities and communities need to stop subsidizing stadiums, con-

vention centers, and other mega-projects that add little to their

economies and stop encouraging bland, generic development. They

need to invest in people climates as well as business climates; cul-

tivate all 3T’s; promote density, transit-oriented development, and

walkability; create green spaces and other public spaces; encourage

diversity; and build real quality of place.

Our cities are not just economic engines; they are key to our health

and well-being. We need to invest in more green space, greater liv-

ability, energy efficiency, and sustainability. We need to expand

transit, reducing the need to drive, and promote walking and biking,

activities that not only save energy but also improve our health. We

need to better connect our cities and suburbs with transit, and con-

nect our metro areas, especially those that are part of larger mega-

regions, to each other with high-speed rail. Our older industrial-age

cities are potentially cauldrons of creativity—filled with just the sorts

of warehouses, factories, and other buildings that can become the

figurative garages where start-ups are incubated. We can only suc-

ceed if we look at them as opportunities and not blights. Such in-

vestments are win-win-win propositions: they reinvigorate our
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older centers, take the pressure off the new ones, and result in a

stronger system of cities overall.

This is not just an agenda for big cities and downtown areas.

Quality of place, density, walkability, and open-mindedness and

diversity are things large numbers of people not only desire but

are willing to pay more for. This is an agenda that all kinds of

communities—suburbs as well as cities, Sun Belt as well as Rust

Belt places—can embrace and prosper from.

Our cities are also fulcrums for social and political innovation.

Everyone recognizes that America’s national government is dys-

functional. But cities and community governments actually work.

When I meet local officials in my travels through America and

around the world, I often can’t tell who is a Democrat or a Repub-

lican, a liberal or a conservative. The most important policy inno-

vations no longer come from national legislatures or federal

bureaucracies, but from cities and mayors crafting pragmatic, non-

ideological solutions to pressing social and economic problems.

Benjamin Barber put it best: “If mayors ruled the world, we’d have

a better chance of solving the world’s problems.”

Since its inception, America’s decentralized federalist system has

encouraged experimentation and learning across states and cities.

We may have more problems than we know what to do with, but

we also have plenty of latitude to figure out how to deal with them.

Countries with more centralized planning have never brought the

kind of social and political creativity to the table that the United

States has been able to muster. Our cities, competitive laboratories

of democracy as they are, will continue to be the source of truly in-

novative solutions to our problems—from education and crime

and safety to innovation and economic development.

The Brookings Institution’s Alice Rivlin long ago said that we’d

be much better off with a more decentralized approach to economic

innovation and productivity policy.8 Mayors, council people, eco-

nomic developers, business leaders, union officials, and lay people
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are the ones who know the most about their economies. Just as the

best companies decentralize decision making to work groups on

the factory floor, we must give cities and neighborhoods the tools

and resources they need to build their economies and in doing so

help rebuild the broader economy from the bottom up.

From Dumb Growth to True Prosperity

We need to get beyond the idea, handed down from the Industrial

Revolution, that growth is good in and of itself. We have had our

share of dumb growth. We have polluted our environment, de-

graded our human as well as our natural assets, overbuilt housing,

and watched our economy crater and collapse. For too long, pundits

pointed to Sunbelt cities of sand and sprawl whose economies were

fueled solely by home building as beacons of growth—until the

bubble burst and they turned into virtual ghost towns. As the Nobel

Prize–winning economist Edmund Phelps put it, “It used to be the

business of America was business. Now the business of America is

home ownership.” “To recover and grow again,” he added, “Amer-

ica needs to get over its house passion.”9

But it goes even deeper than that. Our obsession with housing

and the whole housing-automobile-energy complex of Fordism is

but a symptom of a deeper problem: how we think of, measure,

and account for economic growth. Back in the industrial age,

pounding out more steel, more cars, and more consumer durables

seemed good proxies for growth. Wasted energy and pollution were

accepted as unfortunate but unavoidable by-products. 

That no longer holds today in an era where knowledge, innova-

tion, creativity, and human potential drive the economy. We need

to value and measure what really matters. The idea of getting beyond

our current crude conception of Industrial Age growth is not a

fringe idea. More and more economists—smart, leading Nobel
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Prize–winning economists—and other social scientists and thinkers

are coming around to the idea that prosperity turns on more than

gross domestic product. New and better metrics of creativity,

human potential, and well-being are badly needed. Just as we came

up with new metrics for productivity, innovation, and growth dur-

ing the Industrial Age, we need metrics that can capture the essence

of prosperity in the Creative Age. 

Nicolas Sarkozy’s Commission on the Measurement of Economic

Performance and Social Progress was recently tasked “to identify

the limits of GDP as an indicator of economic performance and

social progress, including the problems with its measurement; to

consider what additional information might be required for the

production of more relevant indicators of social progress; to assess

the feasibility of alternative measurement tools, and to discuss how

to present the statistical information in an appropriate way.”

The Commission’s chairman, Nobel laureate Joseph Stiglitz, noted:

What we measure affects what we do; and if our measurements are flawed,

decisions may be distorted. Choices between promoting GDP and pro-

tecting the environment may be false choices, once environmental degra-

dation is appropriately included in our measurement of economic

performance. So too, we often draw inferences about what are good poli-

cies by looking at what policies have promoted economic growth; but if

our metrics of performance are flawed, so too may be the inferences that

we draw.
10

My own measures, from the 3T’s to the Creativity Index, are aimed

at just this. We need better measures of true prosperity, not just of

raw output, but of happiness and well-being, measurements that help

us maximize human potential and capture the real costs of growth. 

“There might be a problem even deeper than statistical narrow-

ness,” Harvard’s Kenneth Rogoff wrote of our obsession with
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growth. That is “the failure of modern growth theory to emphasize

adequately that people are fundamentally social creatures. They

evaluate their welfare based on what they see around them, not just

on some absolute standard.”11 The University of Chicago economist

Raghu Rajan sums it up nicely: “The advanced countries have a

choice. They can act as if all is well, except that their consumers are

in a funk, and that ‘animal spirits’ must be revived through stimulus.

Or they can treat the crisis as a wake-up call to fix all that has been

papered over in the last few decades. For better or worse, the nar-

rative that persuades these countries’ governments and publics will

determine their future—and that of the global economy.”12

This is not an either-or. It is making growth work for us, broad-

ening it, making it smarter. We cannot stop the clock of history

from ticking; we cannot impede the logic of capitalism, but we can

and must move from dumb (Industrial Age) growth to smarter

(Creative Age) growth—growth that fully utilizes human capabil-

ities, that makes us happier, that provides more and better experi-

ences, and brings greater purpose and meaning into our lives, not

just more stuff.

That’s what a new Creative Compact would do. It would build

new institutions that would fix all that has been papered over. But

it cannot spring into life on its own. Building the necessary new

institutions requires, as it always has, political action and human

agency, both of which have been in short supply.

The Creative Class Comes of Age

There are signs that the Creative Class may at last be coming of age.

The year 2011 was the turning point. The first half of the year saw

the uprisings of the Arab Spring, which toppled some regimes

and profoundly shook others. Then, in the fall, the Occupy Wall

Street movement began in Manhattan’s Zucotti Park and by Oc-
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tober 15 had spread to 951 cities in eighty-two countries. The van-

guards of both movements were middle-class students and young

professionals—highly educated, digitally savvy members of the

Creative Class, though there were certain numbers of anarchists,

dropouts, and frustrated Working Class people involved as well.

Their outcry was for more democracy and greater opportunity;

their outrage was directed against old-line dictatorships in the Arab

world and the obscene perquisites of the 1 percent. “It reminds

me of 1848—another self-propelled revolution which started in

one country, then spread all over the continent in a short time,”

the historian Eric Hobsbawm remarked of the Arab Spring. “Two

years after 1848, it looked as if it had all failed,” he added. “In the long

run, it hadn’t failed. A good deal of liberal advances had been made.

So it was an immediate failure but a longer term partial success—

though no longer in the form of a revolution.”13

If the impetus for these uprisings came from the Creative Class,

the movement also had a decidedly urban cast. Although social

media—Facebook and Twitter—may have provided the fuel, these

movements were conceived and brought to life in specific places.

And not just any places—they took root in some of the very largest

and densest cities on the planet, New York, London, and Cairo.

This is not unprecedented. Social and political movements have

long arisen in cities—consider the Boston Massacre of 1770, the

Paris Commune of 1871, the October Revolution of 1917 in St. Pe-

tersburg, the Chicago Convention in 1968, the Tiananmen Square

uprising of 1989. At a time when technology was supposed to have

erased place, it is staggering to see how rapidly these place-based

movements came to the fore, how quickly they spread to other

cities, and how the Occupy Movement in particular literally branded

itself by city and place. Such activism is a product of cities, of their

density and ability to push people together in public spaces.

All of this seems to signal that the Creative Class may at long last

be developing what Marx would have called class consciousness; that
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the dynamic issue of becoming a class for itself may be overtaking

the more academic questions of class of itself. 

We are living, as they say, in interesting times, at the dawn of a

broad and fundamental transformation not just of our lifestyles but

of the ways that production and consumption have underpinned

them. It is a time of tremendous potential, but also of terrible risks.

Many a revolution has begun in hope and devolved into chaos. If the

Creative Age is a revolutionary epoch, there can be no question that

its beginnings have been less than auspicious. The old regime has left

us with a degraded environment, a broken financial system, and a

sclerotic political culture in thrall to special interests and its own

prejudices. Two decades and counting after the fall of communism

and the so-called end of history, the West is as culturally, economi-

cally, and politically riven as it’s ever been—but its potential is literally

without limits.

Today, for perhaps the first time in human history, we have the

opportunity to align economic and human development. This is em-

bedded in and driven by the very underlying logic of the Creative

Economy—its further development turns on its ability to utilize ever

more talent and more creative capacity. In the meantime, living as

we are amid the ruins of the old order, we feel stuck and frustrated.

But the clock of history never stops ticking. Sooner or later, some

city or nation is going to figure out what it takes to fully engage the

full creative potential of its people. If we want to gain the advantages

of precedence, we need to accelerate that process. Our future pros-

perity depends upon it. Our time, as they say, is now.
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APPEND IX
Def i n i ng  and  Mea su r i ng  t he  C r ea t i v e  C l a s s

All figures for the Creative Class and the Creativity Index are updated using the

latest available data. These data were compiled and analyzed by Kevin Stolarick.

The classes are defined according to the same categories used in the original edi-

tion, using the occupational categories of the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)

Occupational Employment Survey (OES).

Creative Class:

SUPER-CREATIVE CORE

Computer and mathematical occupations

Architecture and engineering occupations

Life, physical, and social science occupations

Education, training, and library occupations

Arts, design, entertainment, sports, and media occupations

CREATIVE PROFESSIONALS

Management occupations

Business and financial operations occupations

Legal occupations

Health-care practitioners and technical occupations

High-end sales and sales management

Working Class:

Construction and extraction occupations

Installation, maintenance, and repair occupations

Production occupations

Transportation and material moving occupations
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Service Class:

Health-care support occupations

Food preparation and food-service-related occupations

Building and grounds cleaning and maintenance occupations

Personal care and service occupations

Low-end sales and related occupations

Office and administrative support occupations

Community and social services occupations

Protective service occupations

Agriculture:

Farming, fishing, and forestry occupations

The metro data for the classes are based on data from the 2010 BLS OES data

available online at www.bls.gov/oes/.

Historical Time Series:

The historical time series data for the classes has been updated and expanded

to cover the period 1800–2010 and are drawn from sources that are fully listed

in the endnotes.1

The Creativity Index

This edition of the book updates the Creativity Index and the measures for the

3T’s—technology, talent, and tolerance.

Technology is measured with three variables: the Tech-Pole Index, a measure

of high-tech industry concentration originally developed by the Milken Institute2

based on data from 2009 County Business Patterns, and two measures of regional

innovation—patents per capita and average annual patent growth based on data

from the US Patent and Trademark Office for the years 2005–2009. The overall

Technology Index combines these three measures.

Talent is measured as the Creative Class (defined above).

Tolerance is measured with three key variables—the share of immigrants or

foreign-born residents, the Gay and Lesbian Index, and the Integration Index.

The Gay and Lesbian Index is based on the Gay Index, originally developed by

Gary Gates and others.3 The Integration Index, developed by Stolarick, measures

level of integration versus segregation of a metro area. It compares diversity of

race/ethnicities within the census tracts of a metropolitan region to the distri-

bution of those same groups across the entire region. The index measures the



403A P P E N D I X

distribution of racial and ethnic groups within a single metro; it does not consider

the overall diversity of that metro relative to the rest of the country. In other

words, it only measures the level to which a metro’s given racial and ethnic

groups are mixed together, and does not take into account the region’s overall

level of diversity—this is what the other two tolerance measures do. An Integra-

tion Index value of 0 identifies a high degree of segregation, whereas an index

value of 1 reflects a high level of integration. The Integration Index is calculated

using detailed census tract data for every metropolitan area. All three measures

are from the American Community Survey, 2005–2009.

The Creativity Index is a composite measure based on these variables.
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