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This white paper is about an exciting 
new trend:  the return to the city of 
not just people and professional firms 
but larger corporations that are the 
trend setters in their industry.   Where 
these companies go, others follow.

This paper identifies the companies 
that are leading the charge, the 
workers that are taking them back 
to the city, how suburban cities can 
stay competitive, and what questions 
to ask yourself in positioning your 
organization for success. 

Foreword



This is the story of companies  
following people back to the city.     

Cities have been coming back for more than 40 years.  Ghirardelli 
Square opened in the 1960s.  Gays started moving back in the 
1970s and Yuppies in the 1980s.  Chain stores followed in the 
1990s.  Now a number of larger and well established companies are 
expanding in or moving back to the city as well.  Why?  Because 
many of the people they want to hire live there, and to attract these 
skilled young employees, they need to be there as well. 

The three ingredients of 
business and economic 
development are money, 
people and place.  Great 
places attract great people, 
who build and attract 
great companies.  

The Return  
      to the City



The companies leading the charge are the innovators that have changed 
the way we live, work and shop.  They include the companies we buy our 
coffee from, that sell airplane tickets and cell phone service, that provide 
career advice and tax software, and even those that produce the television 
shows and movies we watch.  Thirty years ago these firms would have 
been based in the suburbs.  Now they are in the city. 

Even the  
     Big Guys

The new urban workplace, where “Fast 
Company” meets the “Smart City”.



The new urban workplace has become a recruiting tool, something 
companies use to give themselves the edge in hiring the best and the 
brightest. When Google moved to Seattle and began hiring away 
Microsoft workers, Microsoft responded by opening offices in an urban 
center- downtown Bellevue, where there are more than 100 restaurants 
and bistros within walking distance.  Expedia moved downtown as well, 
leaving behind an isolated suburban business park. 

This is not just a West Coast phenomena.  American Eagle moved into 
central Pittsburgh after a national site search.  In Atlanta, ATT moved 
into a midtown neighborhood after having been on the perimeter 
freeway. In Minneapolis, Target stayed downtown after employees staged 
a quiet revolt against a proposed move to a new complex in the farm 
fields.  These companies have made talent attraction and retention part of 
their business strategy.

Talented young workers increasingly 
pick the city first and the job second.  

People congregate in 
“scenes”.  They want 

to live and work in 
the same place and 
gather their friends 

around them.  

The Best  
        Brightest
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The American workforce is now a  
diverse “United Colors of Benneton”

This is not your father’s workforce.  Today there are more women than 
men working (and more women than men graduating from college) and 
more workers who are openly gay.  Many of the best educated workers 
are immigrants, people who came to this country for graduate school.  
In communities around Microsoft, which hires thousands of foreign-
born engineers, one-third of the households speak a language other than 
English at home.  More than half of the new companies in Silicon Valley 
are started by immigrants.  This talent flocks to cities.  

A Colorful 
      Workforce 



The make-or-break for both companies and cities is their ability to draw 
college-educated workers who have come of age since the turn of the 
millennium.  This is a generation that has grown up with more choice than 
ever before, that has learned to mix and match not only the clothing it buys, 
but its work and leisure time as well.  Flexibility and convenience drive their 
lives.  Many start the workday in mid-morning, break for a workout or a 
meal out with friends, and then go back to the office for more work far into 
the evening.  The office of the future may look a whole lot more like the 
neighborhood coffee house. 

The Mind of  
     the Millennial

This generation is already changing the  
workplace, both in where and how we work.



Of Warehouses and 
White Elephants

Many of these companies are located 
in old industrial areas and on the fringe 
of downtown.  Adidas and Amazon 
are both in old hospitals.  Pixar is on 
the site of an old Del Monte cannery 
and American Eagle is on the site 
of an old steel plant where 20,000 
worker used to come to work each 
morning.  In some cases, the area 
immediately around them is still quite 
rough, but almost all are within a ten-
minute drive of well-established older 
neighborhoods.  It is this proximity 
that makes these locations attractive.

“What we really wanted was to find a 
big, old, brick building and rehabilitate it,  
but we couldn’t, so we built it instead.”   

                    -Steve Jobs, CEO of Pixar

Tully’s is located in an old 
brewery about a mile south 
of downtown Seattle, 
about a mile east of where 
Starbucks took over an old 
Sears Roebuck warehouse. 



In downtown Palo Alto, where venture 
capitalists can walk to restaurants from their 
offices, office rents are twice what they are 
elsewhere in Silicon Valley.  Good center cities 
need not only retail and housing but offices 
as well, to make these places come alive day 
and night.  On the commercial corridors, 
revitalization efforts should focus on the key 
intersections, where the shops and restaurants 
already want to go.  People go where they will 
see other people. 

Re-Working 
    Suburbia

To stay competitive, 
suburbs need to create 
walkable urban places with 
a critical mass of activity.



Everybody is 
repositioning 
themselves to win, re-
thinking what makes 
them strong and what 
they sell the world.  
How will you compete 
for talent, the essential 
ingredient in the 
knowledge economy? 

Get Ready to Run! 
Winning places will be a leap ahead in 
creating strategy that gets money and 
talent to stick to them.

Cities, companies and even colleges and universities can all work these 
changes to their advantage. 

For companies, there are both marketing and financial opportunities in 
the new urban workplace.  Those that locate their offices in the right 
place and with the right configuration will be better able to attract and 
retain talent.  For many companies there are also opportunities to slim 
down their office portfolios and pull cash out of their balance sheet, even 
while they make their remaining space more productive. >



For cities, the opportunity lies in attracting more 
investment, in making themselves the place where 
the best and brightest live, work and shop.  Cities 
large and small need to update both their office 
and industrial areas, to reflect the way we now 
do business, and work day-to-day.  This includes 
keeping the downtown office core fresh and lively, 
for as the finance, utility and even government 
sectors continue to consolidate, cities will need to 
backfill their high-rises with new tenants. 

For colleges and universities, the opportunity is 
drawing employers closer to their campuses in a 
way that will boost research funding, create jobs for 
graduates and consulting for faculty, and raise their 
overall visibility in the community.  Institutions that 
do this creatively will also be able to tap new sources 
of financing for campus expansion.  Carnegie 
Mellon now has Apple, Intel and Google on 
campus, working alongside university researchers, in 
buildings financed by others. 

Turn the page for questions to ask yourself as you 
shape your strategy.  The world is changing rapidly.  
Are you ready to run?  

No other quality is 
more important than 
authenticity.  Companies 
and workers alike are 
looking for the genuine, 
the idiosyncratic, the 
unique and, most 
importantly, a personality 
of place that matches 
their own.  



If you are a company:

1. Have you made your location and configuration part of your talent strategy?   Do 
you have a plan for making this space more productive and better-located? 

2. How many workspaces in your offices are actually occupied at any given moment?  
Conversely, how hard is it to find meeting space?  Do you have a variety of places 
for people to meet, both formally and informally?  As evidence of discussion, how 
many white boards actually get cleaned and re-used every day?

3. Do you have too much real estate on your balance sheet?  Could you sell some of 
it to generate cash, reinvesting in what remains to be more productive?  Are you 
managing your real estate strategically?

If you are a city:

1. Do your revitalization plans for your downtown or main street give as much weight 
to work as they do to housing and retail?  Do you have a place for rapidly-growing 
mid-sized companies?  Have you thought about what to do with older industrial 
and rail-served areas nearby?

2. How well do you compete with newer suburbs when it comes to schools and 
pools?  Can you keep upper-middle class families from moving away when their 
children come of school-age? 

3. Do you have a brand narrative that resonates with residents?  Are you selling the 
best qualities of your place and not just proximity or low living costs?  Have you 
defined your future in terms of the skills and interests and values of your people?

If you are a college or university:

1. How often do your faculty and students work off campus?  Do you have close 
working relationships with local companies?  Do you have satellite programs near 
major business centers?  What kinds of established businesses want to co-locate with 
you?

2. Do you have a plan for obtaining new sources of financing?  Have you explored 
real estate joint ventures with REITS and operating companies?  Will your city 
provide redevelopment financing for new projects and street improvements?  Are 
you written into your local city’s economic development plan in specific terms?

3. How far away do students move when they graduate?  Are there companies that 
want to hire them that would build nearby?  Could you do more to improve the 
quality of nearby neighborhoods and retail areas?  Would you be willing to invest 
part of your endowment in these areas?

Questions to  
Ask Yourself 



Additional Sources 
of Information

1. “The Battle for Brainpower”, The Economist, October 7, 2006.  This is one 
the best summaries of the talent issue and its importance to cities and companies 
alike.  This series of articles includes seven different stories on the world-wide 
search for talent, and particularly the importance of immigration.

2. “The State of Metropolitan America”, Bruce Katz, the Brookings Institute, 
May 2010.  This report analyzes changing demographic patterns, especially the 
“bright flight” of skilled knowledge workers to the city. 

3. “The Young and the Restless in a Knowledge Economy”, Joe Cortright and 
CEO’s for Cities, December 2005.    Cortright has detailed demographic 
statistics and a good discussion of the importance of college-educated people 
aged 25-to-35 years old to metropolitan economies.

4. www.cooltownstudios.com.  This blog includes a number of cross-referenced 
entries on innovative workplaces around North America.

5. “Foreign-Born Entrepreneurs:  An Underestimated American Resource”, 
Vivek Wadhwa, the Kauffman Foundation of Entrepreneurship, 2009.  This 
summarizes important primary research on the number of companies founded 
by the foreign-born in a number of cities around the U.S.  It also examines how 
long these immigrants were in the U.S. before starting up their businesses, the 
importance of their patent filings, and problems with current immigration laws.

6. “Millennial Behaviors and Demographics”, Richard T. Sweeney, December 
22, 2006.  Sweeney is the university librarian for the New Jersey Institute 
of Technology, and began holding focus groups on Millennial use of library 
facilities almost a dozen years ago.  Since then he has held dozens of focus group 
meetings, including those held on behalf of other colleges, the U.S. Army and 
the Egyptian government. 
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