ECONOMY

Downtowns make up a small share of their city’s land area, but have substantial regional
economic significance. As traditional centers of commerce, transportation, education, and
government, downtowns are frequently economic anchors for their regions. Because of a
relatively high density of economic activity, investment in the center city provides a high
level of return per dollar of economic input. Just as regional economies vary, so do the
economic profiles of center cities - the relative concentration of jobs, economic activity,
retail spending, tax revenue, and innovation varies among downtowns and center cities.
Comparing the economic role of downtowns and center cities in the context of the larger
city or region is useful in articulating their unique value, as well as for setting development
policy going forward.

INCLUSION

Downtowns and center cities invite and welcome all residents of the region (as well as
visitors from elsewhere) by providing access to opportunity, essential services, culture,
recreation, entertainment, and participation in civic activities. Downtowns are inherently
equitable because they enable a diverse range of users from across the region to access
essential elements of urban life. These elements include high-quality jobs, essential
services, recreation, culture, public space, and civic participation, among others. Though
the specific offerings of each downtown may vary, their attributes (density, accessibility,
diversity) enable a wide degree of access. Perhaps more importantly, downtowns are
the places where we expect to experience the diversity of a region, where diversity is
consciously sought out and welcomed.

VIBRANCY

Due to their expansive and dense base of users, downtowns and center cities can support
a variety of unique retail, infrastructural, and institutional uses that offer cross-cutting
benefits to the region. Many unique regional cultural institutions, businesses, centers of
innovation, public spaces, and activities are located downtown. The variety and diversity
of offerings reflect the regional market and density of development. As downtowns and
center cities grow and evolve, the density of spending, users, institutions, businesses, and
knowledge allows them to support critical infrastructure, be it public parks, transportation,
affordable housing, or major retailers that cannot be supported elsewhere in the region.

IDENTITY

Downtowns and center cities preserve the heritage of a place, provide a common point of
physical connection for regional residents, and contribute positively to the brand of the
regions they represent. Whether from a historical event or personal memory, downtowns
have intrinsic cultural value important to preserving and promoting the brand of the
region. Downtowns and center cities offer a place for regional residents to come together,
participate in civic life, and celebrate their region, which in turn promotes tourism and civil
society. Likewise, the “postcard view” visitors associate with a region is virtually always an
image of an attribute of the downtown.

RESILIENCE

Resilience is broadly defined as the ability of a place to withstand shocks and stresses.
Because of the diversity and density of resources and services, center cities and their
inhabitants can better absorb economic, social, and environmental, shocks and stresses
than their surrounding cities and regions. The strengths are drawn from the diversity and
economic prowess of downtowns and center cities equip them to adapt to economic
and social shocks better than communities which are more traditionally homogenous.
Consequently, they can also support the resiliency of the region, particularly in the
wake of economic shocks that disproportionately affect less economically and socially
dynamic areas. Similarly, downtowns and center cities are better positioned to make the
investments to hedge against and withstand increasingly-frequent environmental shocks
and stresses.
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