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Abstract. In the 21st century globalized economy, innovation is a crucial factor within strategies targeted at growing and 
sustaining competitiveness of regions and cities. The emerging trend of innovation-led urban planning initiatives provides 
strong evidence of how cities are implementing strategies to promote innovation mainstreaming. Hence, these innovation-
oriented policies are currently translated into the creation of innovation districts, becoming part of the urban settlement 
dynamics towards regeneration processes. This paper intends to explore the new paradigm of urban development initia-
tives driven by the increasing demand of innovation. Accordingly, innovation districts will be investigated by identifying 
the role, as well as the influence, of the different actors who nurture and accelerate the innovation process at urban level. 
The I.D.E.A. District case study will be examined, by pointing out the policies and planning initiatives undertaken in 
Downtown San Diego. Findings from this research will evaluate the effectiveness of the new generation of urban plan-
ning initiatives in supporting urban growth strategies. Additionally, the level of public private partnership effectiveness in 
supporting the development of innovation districts will be highlighted. Useful lessons can be drawn in encouraging plan-
ners and policymakers towards implementing these new innovation-oriented urban regeneration initiatives within urban 
growth strategies, important for enhancing competitiveness and for improving liveability by providing solutions for a more 
efficient land use.

Keywords: urban regeneration, economic development, innovation, public private partnership, innovation district model, 
multi-stage development.

Introduction

Over the last decades, innovation has increased its im-
portance within the pattern of economic growth, moving 
to the central stage of policy makers’ urban regeneration 
strategies targeted at growing and sustaining competitive-
ness in the 21st century globalized economy (West, 2011). 
Indeed, the creation of knowledge as a result of research 
and development efforts, as well as its commercialization 
and dissemination, are seen as an effective response to 
the pressures generated by globalization and the increas-
ing international competition (Dahlman, 2007). Although 
an extensive body of knowledge corroborates the idea 
that innovation economy prefers regional innovation sys-
tems (Feldman, 1994; Asheim & Gertler, 2006; Cortright, 
2006; Sallet et  al., 2009), the opinion that cities and in-
novation are strongly linked is becoming progressively 
popular (Shearmur, 2012). As a matter of fact, the urban 
environment has proven to provide a favourable context 

for innovative activities to prosper as demonstrated by 
the emerging trend of innovation districts proliferating 
globally. These refer to “geographic areas where leading-
edge anchor institutions and companies cluster and con-
nect with start-ups, business incubators, and accelerators. 
Compact, transit-accessible, and technically-wired, in-
novation districts foster open collaboration, grow talent, 
and offer mixed-used housing, office, and retail” (Katz & 
Wagner, 2014). However, the occurrence of innovation is 
strictly related to a conducive innovation ecosystem char-
acterized by a group of diverse agents, profit seeking, who 
generate and commercialize flows of knowledge, increas-
ing the competitive advantage of the entire region (Met-
calfe & Ramlogan, 2008).

Considering that the innovation-oriented approach to 
urban regeneration is still a recent trend, so little empiri-
cal research has actually been conducted on the key role 
played by the actors who foster the innovation process at 
urban level, and their influence throughout the innovation 
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district life cycle. This paper puts the body of knowledge 
forward on the triggering actions, implemented by city 
governments and investors, influencing the innovation 
space patterns, through the application of a life cycle as-
sessment methodology. The systematic sequence of the 
framework here developed helps stakeholders visualise 
the combined actions at the different stages of an inno-
vation district life cycle, highlighting the public private 
partnership effectiveness in supporting the successful 
development of innovation districts. Therefore, the paper 
attempts to build a useful framework for scrutinising the 
three-stage structure of the Design jobs cluster, nourished 
by Education, enriched by the Arts and focused on In-
novation (I.D.E.A.) recently launched in Downtown San 
Diego, CA.

This paper is organized in five parts. Following this in-
troduction, it illustrates the scientific background through 
an overview of the new geographical distribution of in-
novation characterised by the rise of innovation districts, 
which represent the physical environment where the dy-
namic innovation ecosystem takes shape. In the third part, 
the methodology that provides a breakdown of innovation 
district life cycle by step is presented, followed by the de-
scription of the case study. Next, the role played by public 
and private sector in the start-up, activation and matur-
ing stages of the I.D.E.A. District development is analysed, 
and how these actions might affect the further planning 
practices is discussed. Finally, findings and conclusions are 
presented in the fifth part.

1. Theoretical framework

This paper aims to explore the new paradigm of urban 
development initiatives driven by the increasing demand 
of innovation. Accordingly, the creation of innovation 
districts is investigated by identifying the role, as well as 
the influence, of the different actors who nurture and ac-
celerate the innovation process at urban level. The focus 
will be on the three stages of their development process. 
Three issues of the growing literature make a significant 
contribution to the understanding of the topic: (1) the 
literature exploring the geographical distribution of in-
novation, (2) studies illustrating the distinctive features 
of innovation districts, as well as (3) the reasons why a 
thriving innovation ecosystem is an essential requirement 
for districts creation.

1.1. The urbanisation of innovation

In recent times, the research on the geographical distribu-
tion of innovation has provided controversial views, con-
firming the complexity of the phenomenon; indeed, geog-
raphers and regional scientists devoted increasingly efforts 
in an attempt to disclose the proper spatial dimension of 
innovation and entrepreneurship, by investigating the dy-
namics that lead to define their geographical patterns.

Although an extensive body of knowledge corrobo-
rates the idea that innovation economy prefers regional 

innovation systems as location for creating and spreading 
new knowledge, so that generating well-performing cycles 
of innovation (Feldman, 1994; Asheim & Gertler, 2006; 
Cortright, 2006; Sallet et al., 2009), the opinion that cities 
and innovation are strongly linked is becoming progres-
sively popular (Shearmur, 2012). As a matter of fact, as 
Richard Florida et al. recently observed (2017), “innova-
tion is highly concentrated across and within cities and 
metro areas”. This new trend highlights how cities give 
a meaningful response to the challenges put forward by 
the 21st century globalized economy about the businesses 
critical choice of where to locate (Florida, 2008). The ur-
ban environment, indeed, has proven evidence to encom-
pass the suitable economic and cultural dynamics in order 
to generate radical innovations and boost the development 
of new industries (Montgomery, 2012). It follows that, “in-
novation and entrepreneurship do not simply take place 
in cities but in fact require them” (Florida et al., 2017).

In addition, it has been demonstrated that cities allow 
innovation economy to reveal its potential in regenerating 
local economic areas and promoting local assets (Commu-
nity Local Urban Development Laboratory, 2017). In this 
regard, the active role of innovation within urban develop-
ment policies has been investigated by further reflections 
on the so-called innovative cities (Inkinen, 2015), which 
point out the massive transformations cities are experi-
encing by fostering “knowledge-intensiveness and tech-
nological advancement … in order to become competi-
tive providers of first class living for highly skilled global 
work-force”.

All the above-mentioned observations lead to the con-
clusion that a process of urbanization of innovation is now 
occurring. A physical shift of innovative businesses from 
suburban corridors and science parks to inner-cities areas 
has taken place, prompted by companies’ need to relocate 
in places that ensure close connectivity among people and 
give direct access to markets and finance, in order to sup-
port the innovative entrepreneurial activities. Cities are 
therefore seen as “hubs of technological innovation bring-
ing together a wide range of sectors, deep international 
networks, customer and client opportunities, and cultural 
and artistic quality” (Mulas et al., 2015).

1.2. The emerging trend of innovation districts

The tangible effort of cities at providing a favourable con-
text for innovation to prosper, can be read in the emerg-
ing trend of innovation districts proliferating globally. The 
22@Barcelona District is considered the pioneer of this 
trend that  paved the way to a multitude of innovation-
led regeneration projects, representing a successful model 
of planning and innovative urban design for several cities 
around the world.

The crucial factors behind the success of this newly 
conceived urban model can be easily deduced from the 
innovation district definition provided by an influential 
Brookings Institution report, edited by Katz and Wag-
ner (2014), which refers to “geographic areas where 
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leading-edge anchor institutions and companies cluster 
and connect with start-ups, business incubators, and ac-
celerators. Compact, transit-accessible, and technically-
wired, innovation districts foster open collaboration, grow 
talent, and offer mixed-used housing, office, and retail.” 
It follows that, innovation districts all contain a power-
ful and unique combination of economic, physical, and 
networking assets which, brought together in geographic 
proximity, stimulate the idea generation facilitating the 
entrepreneurial activity (Giuffrida et al., 2015). Thus, this 
mixed-use approach has a fundamental role within a wid-
er strategy of urban growth, in enhancing competitiveness 
by nurturing and accelerating the innovation process and 
improving liveability by providing solutions for a more ef-
ficient land use.

The relation that links innovation districts and physi-
cal environment has spurred debate in the literature, given 
its multi-dimensional and non-linear nature: innovation 
districts precisely reflect the city’s wider economic, social 
and political systems, and they cannot flourish without the 
innovative ecosystem in which they are embedded, how-
ever, by contrast, innovation districts on their own do not 
generate any innovation ecosystem; moreover, districts 
could act as facilitators for such ecosystems to develop 
and expand, but at the same time they cannot operate as 
drivers of such ecosystems. As a consequence, the crea-
tion of innovation districts is the last stage of a process 
that starts with exploring the broad innovation economy, 
and then analysing the distinctive features of the city’s in-
novation ecosystem, in order to assess the feasibility of an 
innovation district approach, which can achieve scale and 
strengthen critical mass just with the combined efforts of 
the private and public sector.

1.3. The key role of a thriving innovation ecosystem

As mentioned in the previous subsection, the presence of 
a favourable environment, namely innovation ecosystem, 
is an essential requirement for innovation to occur.

Ecosystem as an economic concept has been intro-
duced by Moore (1996) to describe a business environ-
ment in which companies are forced to co-exist and inter-
act with other organizations and individuals within their 
business ecosystem. The evident conceptual parallelism 
between biological and economic environment repre-
sents a leading line of research attempting to study the 
innovation ecosystem (Gobble, 2014), all culminating in 
a comprehensive and widely recognized definition which 
refers to “dynamic, purposive communities with complex, 
interlocking relationships built on collaboration, trust, and 
co-creation of value and specializing in exploitation of a 
shared set of complementary technologies or competen-
cies. Strong innovation ecosystems translate knowledge 
into increased value, and they are resistant to disruption” 
(Autio & Thomas, 2014).

In this process, design has a pivotal role in facilitating 
and nurturing innovation ecosystems and the spatial spots 
of innovation (Parisi, 2017). Thus, it is also important to 

consider immediate and temporary strategies of planning, 
by spurring, for instance, the use of tactical urbanism. 
These set of low-cost, temporary initiatives and transfor-
mations of the built environment aim to ameliorate local 
neighbourhoods and gathering spaces (Pfeifer, 2014).

The five main attributes characterizing these initiatives 
include a phased approach, a grasp of local ideas, a real-
istic and provisional commitment, a possible high reward 
with low uncertainties, an improvement of social capital 
together with a concerted effort between different institu-
tions and associations (Lydon & Garcia, 2015).

Cultural institutions also play an essential part in the 
innovation process. This has been well described by the 
triple helix model developed by Etzkowitz and Leydes-
dorff (1997), which ties together university-industry-gov-
ernment. Specifically, the approach explores the innova-
tion dynamics by identifying universities as the engine of 
economic development within a knowledge society, given 
their ability to produce, transfer and apply knowledge; at 
the same time, small and medium-sized industries allow 
the production of new technologies in partnership with 
other organizations, while government sets the policy 
framework affecting the institutions behaviour in order 
to ensure constant and profitable interactions between 
the parties.

In sum, while evaluating the current state of the art 
for the body of knowledge reviewed, it became clear that 
innovation, through the creation of innovation districts 
in particular, is considered a strategy to enhance the com-
petitiveness of cities and face the challenge put forward 
by the 21st globalized economy. Still, the occurrence of 

Figure 1. A tactical urbanism intervention in Brazil  
(Institute for Transportation and Development Policy, 2019)
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innovation is strictly related to a conducive innovation 
ecosystem characterized by a group of diverse agents, 
profit seeking, who generate and commercialize flows of 
knowledge, increasing the competitive advantage of the 
entire region. However, a gap in research about the stages 
of innovation districts development of has been found. 
This paper puts forward the application of a framework 
designed to analyse the triggering actions, implemented 
by city governments and investors, influencing the in-
novation space patterns, in order to capture the above-
mentioned development process.

2. Research methodology

In the light of the findings raised above, the understanding 
of an innovation district life cycle can be best achieved by 
breaking down the process into the distinct phases that 
structure its development. Thus, after a brief introduction 
of the methodological framework adopted, the description 
of the I.D.E.A. District case studies will be presented.

2.1. Three-stage development of innovation districts

The following three-stage approach provides a framework 
broad enough to embrace the diverse contexts of innova-
tion districts and the multiple actions of the stakeholders 
involved.

It allows the authors to effectively assess (1) the key 
role played by public and private sectors in nurturing the 
innovation ecosystem and in supporting specific locations 
as urban innovation districts (i.e. Start-up stage), (2) the 

efforts to foster the ecosystem conditions and to catalyse 
development in a specific location (i.e. Activation stage); 
and finally, (3) the analysis of the strategies to sustain 
the environment for innovation as the district matures 
(i.e. Maturing stage).

According to the framework provided (Figure 1), the 
roles of public and private sectors in the different stages 
of the I.D.E.A. District development will be scrutinised.

2.2. Case study description

Following the 1980s Centre City Development Corpora-
tion’s general strategy targeted at densifying specific parts 
of Downtown San Diego, in order to revitalise the “dormi-
tory” character which distinguished most of the city cen-
tre, in 2010, developers David Malmuth and Pete Garcia 
brought forward the I.D.E.A. District as solution to cre-
ate a vibrant city centre driven by a “Design jobs cluster, 
nourished by Education, enriched by the Arts and focused 
on Innovation” (I.D.E.A. District, 2011).

To implement the vision, 35 blocks located in the Up-
per East Village neighbourhood – traditionally home to a 
mixture of light industries and warehouses beginning to 
attract a large community of artisans and artists in the late 
1990s – have been chosen, given the presence of several 
major educational institutions, such as the City College, 
the New School of Architecture and Design, the Urban 
Discovery Academy, the e3 Civic High, the FIDM and the 
Thomas Jefferson School of Law that emphasize design 
and multiple small but growing design-related businesses 
(Figure 2). Besides the presence of those notable anchor 
institutions, East Village showed a physical environment 
with the appropriate character to foster innovation ac-
tivities: the compact neighbourhood consisted of small 
blocks that were easily walkable, the appropriate zoning 
and allowable density were already in place  – following 
the Community Plan 2006 directives, and several vacant 
lots and empty warehouse buildings provided clues for the 
optimal building form for creative uses.

Thus, as stated by I.D.E.A. Partners, the undeniable 
convergence of technology and design, the presence of 

Figure 2. Framework to analyse the innovation district multi-
stage development (Authors’ elaboration)

Figure 3. I.D.E.A. District location within San Diego’s East Village 
(I.D.E.A. District, 2011)
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growing design businesses and educational institutions 
hungry for collaboration, and available urban land with 
great “bones” all conspired to build an urban design vision, 
rather than a master plan, based on a new design industry 
cluster. This specific cluster has been chosen since design 
was considered to be a perfect complement to San Diego’s 
already strong technology base, according to the principle 
that the most successful regions will not only grow new 
clusters, but they also understand how to facilitate collab-
oration across clusters (Delgado et al., 2014). Indeed, “the 
design process brings together art, technology, business, 
and science, integrating a range of considerations that are 
crucial to human potential, environmental sustainability, 
wealth creation and innovation” (DesignSingapore Coun-
cil, 2008). In addition, the Connect Innovation Report 
(San Diego, 2010) emphasizes the capability of San Diego 
design cluster in producing clean and high-paying jobs – 
the cluster ranks second only after telecommunication 
and technology, highlighting its potential in thriving the 
economic growth of the entire region. Furthermore, the 
San Diego county was the second largest operator in the 
design industry with a total of 18,531 jobs, behind only at 
Orange County. It follows that, it proved to have a strong 
base of design service jobs together with an unquestion-
able room for growth (I.D.E.A. District, 2011).

Regarding the design firms’ location, there were a vari-
ety of entrepreneurial and established companies, that can 
be grouped in five macro categories, which were spread 
across the wide reach of the overall county, and a par-
ticular concentration in the downtown area was observed 
(Figure 3). The clustering of cultural institutions and de-
sign businesses has naturally created an ecosystem of col-
laboration and innovation in Downtown San Diego, which 
suggested the opportunity to build a vibrant commercial 
and residential hub, anchored by them (Figure 4).

Therefore, the I.D.E.A. District was conceived as 
a vibrant, urban neighbourhood acting as a magnet for a 
community composed of designers, architects, scientists, 
students, engineers and artists whose economic function 
and personal passion is to create new designs, new tech-
nology, and new creative content.

Six have been the pillars of the vision: The I.D.E.A. Dis-
trict is seen as ever-changing, with the synergy of creative 

individuals and firms building off each other’s thoughts 
and ideas. The compact, transit-friendly, mixed-use devel-
opment can achieve high sustainability standards through 
the adoption of green infrastructures and building tech-
nologies in order to reduce the neighbourhood’s carbon 
footprint while saving long-term energy costs and creat-
ing healthy environments for workers and residents. A key 
component of the District is its ability to act as a stage 
for designers and innovative new concepts: the outdoor 
is seen as a public urban laboratory for pioneering ideas 
in design, art, education, entertainment. Old industrial 
spaces are considered precious structures to host innova-
tive activities being well-suited for adaptive reuse. At the 
same time, the building architecture should communicate 
the creative content within and be open and transparent 
to involve the surround into the inside creative environ-
ment. Community space plays also a key role in providing 
a platform for experimentation and expression within the 
District; therefore, a network of parks and plazas is en-
sured within a short walk of every resident and employee, 
where performances, exhibits, and art installations can oc-
cur allowing informal interactions.

The overarching goal of the vision was to attract and 
retain young, creative and highly educated 24–35-year-
old-individuals, as known as “young and restless” (Cor-
tright, 2006), who represents the tomorrow’s workforce 
and entrepreneurs, essential ingredients of a successful in-
novation ecosystem (Urban Land Institute, 2012). There-
fore, the I.D.E.A. District vision stems from the need to 
make Downtown attractive for the emerging workforce in 
order to bring jobs back to the city centre, by creating an 
innovative design cluster.

3. Case study results

Downtown San Diego stands for the attempt to create 
a pulsating city centre driven by a “Design jobs cluster, 
nourished by Education, enriched by the Arts and focused 
on Innovation” (I.D.E.A. District, 2017). Specifically, re-
calling the 1980s general strategy of the Centre City De-
velopment Corporation aiming at revitalising the “dormi-
tory” character of Downtown San Diego, two develop-
ers in 2010 brought forward the I.D.E.A. District. Thus, 

Figure 4. The 5 components of a design cluster and its location within the San Diego County 
(I.D.E.A. District, 2011)
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with the intention to make the downtown attractive for 
the emerging innovation workforce and bring jobs back 
to the city centre, the I.D.E.A. vision targeted 35 blocks 
located in the Upper East Village neighbourhood, where 
the growing design businesses and educational institu-
tions, together with the availability of urban land, were 
the main ingredients for creating a new design industry 
cluster framework.

3.1. Start-up

It has to be acknowledged that coordinated actions be-
tween city government, landowners and developers are 
critical to transform the vision of an innovation district 
into reality. However, starting from the analysis of the 
start-up stage, the San Diego experience depicted unbal-
anced efforts since the private sector carried out the most 
important enabling interventions. Indeed, the I.D.E.A. 
Partners have been the lead agents in the process of 
change, by replacing the public sector in understanding 
the city’s competitive advantage, identifying the innovative 
industries to attract for spurring the critical mass capable 
of driving economic growth, and selecting the most ap-
propriate location for the future development. Further-
more, in order to build consensus around the principles of 
the plan, they started to develop a shared vision by involv-
ing residents, local businesses and civic leaders. Given the 
little support shown by the local administration from the 
outset, the involvement of both the community and the 
innovators, through an effective outreach strategy, turned 
out to be crucial. City leaders, on the contrary, failed in 
defining a long-term strategy tailored to the innovation 
district needs, as well as in simplifying the urban regula-
tions to speed up all the stages of the planning process.

3.2. Activation

The private sector leadership was paramount also in the 
Activation stage of the District. The mixed-use IDEA1, 
the first building block in the East Village neighbourhood, 
represents a joint venture development intended to act as 
a magnet to attract new tenants and investments into the 
area. Besides this catalytic investment, for the purpose of 
shaping a critical mass of innovators and attracting ad-
ditional companies, significant were the efforts of some 
anchor firms, universities and innovation hubs (such as 
the Qualcomm Institute) to settle in the district. Partner-
ships with other investors and developers have been estab-
lished as well, leading to further development initiatives, 
such as the Makers Quarter, for fostering the work-live-
play environment required by start-ups, tech companies, 
and young talents. More importantly, the I.D.E.A. Partners 
never disrupted the communication with the community, 
and adopted a tactical urbanism approach, re-shaping the 
image of the neighbourhood as a more vibrant location 
through the strategic use of citizen-led cultural projects 
and events. Specifically, by inviting both the existing resi-
dents and the next generation of potential innovators to 
raise awareness and experience a creative East Village 

neighbourhood, but also strengthen social bonds, this 
strategy was essential to test new ideas with the users 
continuously, and better define the district vision. On the 
other hand, this strategy was an effective way to create 
value and strengthen the sense of place within the com-
munity, which led to an increase in the demand for the 
district itself. However, also in this stage the public sec-
tor role can be defined somehow idle. Indeed, the East 
Village neighbourhood did not benefit from a centralized 
plan and the zoning requirements of the Community Plan 
2006 remained unchanged. The city government did not 
undertake any effort to facilitate the mixed-use develop-
ment and make the area more attractive to new businesses, 
since neither financial tool, nor system of development 
rights have been used in order to encourage strategic firms 
to re-locate in the area.

3.3. Maturing

The I.D.E.A. District is still at the very beginning of the 
third stage of its development, therefore, the actions fur-
ther implemented by the public and private sector can be 
deduced by the current state of affairs. The public actors 
are now starting to show their interest in the innovation 
processes going on in the downtown area and are facili-
tating the move of educational institutions, such as the 
UCSD (personal communication, May 16, 2017). The 
UCSD Extension is, then, facilitated by the city govern-
ment that put some regulations and guidelines given its 
ownership of a small property within the block subject of 
intervention.

4. Discussion

The case study of the I.D.E.A. District has been analysed 
through the application of a framework for assessing the 
roles of public and private sectors throughout the differ-
ent stages of the innovation district development. Follow-
ing the investigation of the secondary data collected and 
the direct analysis performed, some issues related to the 
development project put in place within the East Village 
neighbourhood in San Diego will now be highlighted.

4.1. The lack of PPP

The I.D.E.A. District provides clear evidence that the 
multi-stage strategic approach, implemented by the con-
certed actions of public and private sectors, is crucial to 
create and nourish a successful innovative environment. 
Undoubtedly, the land ownership issue played a key role 
in discouraging any collaboration between the actors: 
since the city owned a considerably small portion of 
downtown land (around the 20 per cent), the prevailing 
private interests led the entire intervention of redevelop-
ment within the East Village neighbourhood. The lack of 
a private public partnership turned out to be challeng-
ing for the district, resulting in a sluggish development 
as a whole. Some structured observations allowed to col-
lect primary data that were precious to highlight the fact 
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that the partnership with the San Diego city government, 
most of the time, does not accelerate urban regeneration 
processes, but leads to even more time-consuming and 
complex practices due to a lot of red tape. It follows that, 
the series of vibrant initiatives currently happening in the 
area, reflecting mainly the efforts of developers and private 
investors, are a concrete expression of the values on which 
the innovation district is built, since they act individually 
and do not take advantage from co-locating, hampering 
the ecosystem of collaboration and innovation to occur.

4.2. The role of city

Given the shift of the geographical distribution of innova-
tion from suburban corridors and science parks to down-
town areas, cities must constantly reinvent themselves in 
order to provide an environment that is conducive to in-
novation and remain competitive in the 21st century glo-
balized economy. Although, on the one hand downtown 
San Diego naturally provides a compact urban structure – 
which is vital for productive collisions to take place be-
tween firms, people, capital, and ideas – on the other hand 
the city government has not been a lead partner on boost-
ing the innovation ecosystem by providing the institution-
al and regulatory framework that would have managed the 
re-urbanization and influenced the number of innovative 
activities through the adoption of designated policies. As 
a result, the lack of innovation-oriented economic urban 
policies and economic development measures to foster 
the ecosystem preconditions and control the city’s urban 
regeneration has proved crucial to the attraction and re-
tention of anchor institutions and the development of hu-
man capital. Indeed, the high rents and the lack of any tax 
incentives are the main factors discouraging companies 
from locating in this area.

4.3. The role of real estate

All the interventions undertaken within the I.D.E.A. Dis-
trict are driven by private interests, since the private actors 
tried to redevelop the shells left empty by previous private 
interests due to the economic downturn. The innovation 
economy, indeed, took over from the manufacturing in-
dustry sector located in the downtown area, and the role 
of real estate turned out to be essential for its physical 
transformation. The reasons are well explained by the rate 
and the capability of the real estate to adapt to the new in-
novation market requirements, determining a strong com-
petitive advantage for the innovation system in which they 
operate (Clark & Moonen, 2015).The new users’ needs sig-
nificantly differ from the previous ones; given the talents 
quest for urban settings that offer the unique experience of 
attractive and vibrant 24/7 neighbourhoods to work, live, 
and play, it is up to investors and landowners to provide 
spaces characterized by an efficient transportation system 
that brings together a mix of public spaces, cultural amen-
ities, creative work environments and a targeted housing 
offer. Therefore, the set of private initiatives currently 
happening in the East Village neighbourhood pursue the 

same objective, although they operate independently from 
one other, to deliver an inspiring and accessible environ-
ment to attract talents and foster innovation. In addition, 
The I.D.E.A. Partners continuous communication with the 
community through the tactical urbanism approach has to 
be highlighted, since cultural projects and events turned 
out to be paramount in tailoring the district vision to the 
specific need of the future users, creating value and sense 
of place within the community, at the same time.

Conclusions

Given the shift of the geographical distribution of innova-
tion from suburbs to urban areas, cities must constantly 
reinvent themselves in order to provide an environment 
that is conducive to innovation and push on competi-
tion in the 21st century globalised economy. Downtown 
San Diego naturally provides a compact urban structure, 
which is vital for productive collisions between firms, 
people, capital, and ideas to take place. Yet, on the other 
hand, the city government has not been a leading part-
ner in boosting the innovation ecosystem by providing 
the necessary institutional and regulatory framework for 
managing the re-urbanisation and influencing the innova-
tive activities through the adoption of designated policies. 
Moreover, since the city owned a considerably small por-
tion of downtown land, the prevailing private interests led 
the entire intervention of redevelopment. Thus, the land 
ownership issue played a key role in discouraging any 
collaboration between actors. It also played an important 
role for the spatial innovation, since the prevailing pri-
vate ownership of the already consolidated urban fabric of 
Downtown San Diego does not allow to read a clear inno-
vation spatial matrix, except for some regeneration inter-
ventions. The innovation economy in the I.D.E.A. District, 
took over mainly from the manufacturing industry sector 
located in the downtown area, and the role of real estate 
turned out to be essential for its physical transformation. 
The reasons are well explained by the ability of the real 
estate actors to adapt to the new innovation market re-
quirements, determining a strong competitive advantage 
for the innovation system in which they operate. This ex-
plains why the set of private initiatives, although operating 
independently, pursues the same objective to deliver an 
inspiring and accessible environment that attracts talents 
and fosters innovation. The tactical urbanism turned out 
to be paramount in tailoring the district vision to the spe-
cific needs of the future users, creating value and sense of 
place within the community.

The I.D.E.A. District is a living laboratory that is as-
suming a metropolitan connotation, becoming a pretext 
for physically regenerating the areas and expanding the 
city, thus, there is innovation going on in the District, 
but it is no longer the primary focus. This is reflected 
by the rocketing real estate prices that create a tension 
between the economic growth driven by innovation and 
the unsustainable negative externalities generated by the 
Innovation District model. The benefits tend to concern 
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mainly middle- and upper-class people, widening the 
gentrification gap and worsening also the already critical 
situation linked to the homeless issue. Thus, overall, the 
business model of Innovation Districts, becoming unaf-
fordable to the most and favouring the concentration of 
poverty in a few areas, adds to the effects of the existing 
high poverty rate.

It emerges that the Innovation District model is a great 
tool for urban flourishing, that, being place-based, cannot 
be started in a vacuum, because it got attached to a spe-
cific urban ecosystem. For the purpose of following the 
new strategies of the innovation economy in a sustainable 
way, it emerges the necessity of having a leading-edge an-
chor institution to catalyse the critical mass of innovators 
and companies. The innovation-oriented economic urban 
policies and economic development measures to foster the 
ecosystem preconditions and control the city’s urban re-
generation, as well, are crucial to the development of the 
model, since the high rents and the lack of any tax incen-
tives are the main factors that discourage companies from 
locating in the district.

Thus, the case study provides evidence that the multi-
stage strategic approach, implemented by the concerted ac-
tions of public and private sectors, is essential to create and 
nourish a successful innovative environment. The support 
of the public actors is vital for the coordination of the initi-
atives and the sustainability of the model, helping to avoid 
the unintended consequences linked to the phenomenon 
of aggregation of talents, such as the rocketing real estate 
prices and the consequent gentrification. Public initiatives, 
including zoning and investments, are fundamental also 
for supporting diversity, which is a necessary ingredient of 
the Innovation District model for triggering innovation.

Overall, the Innovation District model can function as 
test sites for urban planning strategies, assisting the public 
sector policies and the built-environment goals. Thus, the 
implementation of these new innovation-oriented urban 
regeneration initiatives within urban growth strategies, is 
important for enhancing competitiveness and improving 
the liveability of places, by providing solutions for a more 
efficient land use. Yet, with a hands-off approach adopted 
by the public sector, it could not be considered a good 
sustainable urban design practice.
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