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In his much discussed 2002 book, “The Rise of the Creative Class”, Richard Florida 

argues that a new economic class has emerged in America, one based on creative work.  

These engineers, writers, programmers, educators, artists, etc. value work and recreation 

differently than their predecessors.  One of his main conclusions about regional growth is 

that cities that can attract this creative class will prosper.  This article uses empirical data 

on the creative class and metropolitan real estate appreciation, population growth and 

income growth and finds little, if any, relationship.   Several Wisconsin cities scored low 

in the creative class index, but very high in real estate appreciation and income growth.  

These results have important implications for Wisconsin metropolitan planners and local 

governmental officials.   

 

Richard Florida’s 2002 book, “The Rise of the Creative Class”, generated extensive debate 

among city planners and regional economic development experts across the English-speaking 

capitalist world (Maliszewski 2003, Swope 2003, Malanga 2004).  Such sustained reflection was, 

above all else, the product of Florida’s novel claims about the shifting logic of economic 

development in the new “creative age”.  Counter to most of the accepted formulas, Florida 

maintained that cities no longer had to entice, chase, or seduce signature industries or 

corporations.  Rather, they should focus on luring the right sort of educated and creative 

individuals, who through their alleged entrepreneurial acumen would produce the desired levels 

of local economic development in the long term.  Although untested empirically, Florida’s ideas 

became remarkably popular in a very short period of time.  So popular in fact, that local 

governments, regional planning commissions, and even chambers of commerce in cities such as 

Cincinnati, Milwaukee, St. Louis and Pittsburgh took up the banner of the creative class as a way 

to market their cities and promote local economic growth (Atkin 2003, El Nasser 2003).     

In this paper we scrutinize Florida’s hypothesis regarding the nature of regional economic 

development.  To do so, we test the significance of the relationship between high concentrations 

of creative class people with two standard measurements of metropolitan economic health:  (1) 

appreciation of residential real estate, and (2) growth in real per capita income.  To establish the 

general pattern at the national scale, we first briefly consider the relationships between our 

variables for all 236 metropolitan areas in the United States.  The greater part of our research, 

however, focuses specifically on the ten Wisconsin metropolitan areas.  Although Wisconsin 

lacks very populous cities and has a more rural population than the national average, the state 

still has a wide and fairly representative range of metropolitan areas.  The 2002 rank-size 

distribution for Wisconsin is as follows: one MSA in the first-tier category (Milwaukee), two 



MSAs in the second-tier category (Madison and Appleton-Oshkosh), and seven MSAs in the 

third-tier category (Duluth-Superior, Eau Claire, Green Bay, La Crosse, Janesville-Beloit, 

Sheboygan, Wausau).
1
   

Florida’s research indicates that, with the exception of Madison, few Wisconsin metropolitan 

areas demonstrate even moderate concentrations of the creative class.  It therefore stands to 

reason that his model should predict that most Wisconsin metropolitan areas have not done well 

economically in recent years.  Yet, our analysis finds no significant relationship between an 

area’s creative class concentration and its economic performance.  In fact, some Wisconsin 

metropolitan areas with very low concentrations of creative class people demonstrated dramatic 

increases in real per capita income and real estate appreciation between 1990 and 2000.  The 

remainder of this paper explains how this is the case and is organized into the following sections.  

Section II contextualizes Florida’s ideas within the broader regional economic growth literature 

and provides a more detailed account of Florida’s claims about the role of the creative class.  

Section III describes our variables and analyzes this data to test some of Florida’s primary 

claims.  The conclusion summarizes our findings and suggests that many Wisconsin cities should 

reconsider basing their economic development strategies on Florida’s trendy, yet unproven, 

theories.   

 

The creative class and the new logic of economic development 

 

Florida’s theory of how the creative class promotes economic growth proceeded logically 

from a body of research that explored the role of urban amenities in advanced capitalist societies.  

The initial focus of this research was on creating standard measurements for the local “quality of 

life” (Rosen 1979, Roback 1982).  These models employed variables such as rent, wage, and 

amenity data to estimate hedonic wage and rent equations from which a quality of life index was 

then created.  A more sophisticated line of inquiry allowing for both intra-urban and inter-

regional variation in amenities was subsequently advanced by Blomquist, Berger, and Hoehn 

(1988).  More recently, economic development researchers have turned their attention to the role 

of “human capital” in promoting and sustaining metropolitan economic health.  Works by 

Glaeser and Shapiro (2003), Glaeser and Saiz (2003) and Shapiro (2003) demonstrated that 

metropolitan areas with high levels of human capital, measured mainly as the percent of 

residents with a college degree, demonstrated higher levels of economic dynamism.   

Richard Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class emerged at the intersection of these two 

bodies of research.  At its most basic level, his book tackled one of the most fundamental 

questions animating recent discussions about the city:  why do some places grow and prosper, 

while others do not?  Florida’s basic thesis was that the societies of the advanced capitalist world 

are undergoing a revolution that is equal to, and perhaps even more profound than, the industrial 

transformation of the 19
th

 century.   Echoing the rhetoric of other “new organization” theorists 

such as Brooks (Brooks 2000), Florida described the contours of a presumably new economy 

that is characterized less by its dependence on labor input and the location of raw materials, than 

by the primary importance of human knowledge and innovation.   In this new “creative 

economy”, human creativity became the most highly prized commodity, and a group of highly 

creative people drives the shape, direction, and the geography of new economic development.  

                                                 
1
 First-tier MSAs are those with a population greater than 1,000,000.  Second-tier MSAs have populations between 

250,000 and 1,000,000, while third-tier MSAs have less than 250,000 people.   



Florida called this new group of people the “creative class”.  Although they lack 

consciousness as a “class”, Florida maintained that what distinguishes members of this group 

from others is that they engage in work whose function is to “create meaningful new forms” 

(Florida 2002, 68).  Florida then made a distinction between what he calls the “Super Creative 

Core” of this new class, including scientists, engineers, university professors, poets, novelists, 

entertainers, designers, architects, and opinion-makers, and a more loosely-defined group of 

“creative professionals” who work in a wide-range of knowledge-intensive industries, such as 

financial instruments, a variety of high-tech sectors, and the legal and health fields.  Using an 

assortment of historical data, Florida showed that this “creative class” had expanded steadily and 

dramatically over the course of the 20
th 

century. In fact, it presently has some 38 million 

members in the US or roughly 30 percent of the nation’s labor force, and has become the 

dominant class in American society today (Florida 2002, xxvii).   

The creative class is also much more likely to be footloose than members of either the 

working- or the service-class, and are consequently more willing to move to the specific places 

that offer them a “thick” labor market; ones dense with opportunity in their fields.  Florida also 

argued that the creative class is associated with its own unique lifestyles, values and cultural 

practices.  In fact, he painted a vivid picture of a people whose creativity seems to define nearly 

every aspect of their lives, who thrive on diversity and change, and who crave openness and a 

variety of experiences.  Through numerous focus groups and other measurements, Florida 

demonstrated that the creative class specifically rejects the presumed monoculture of American 

suburbia and craves the dynamic and participatory experience of the urban street.  They bemoan 

the pre-packaged experience of the shopping mall, the convention center, and the major league 

sports stadium, and desire the presumed “authenticity” of the unfinished, and unpredictable, 

urban neighborhood.   They place value on living in vibrant environments characterized by their 

“uniqueness”, “diversity”, “on-demand entertainment”, “experiential nightlife”, and a multitude 

of “third places”; casual spaces like coffeehouses and bookstores where numerous informal 

social ties can be cultivated.    

Florida’s two most significant claims about the nature of urban growth within the new 

economy followed from these basic observations.  The first observation was that regional 

economic growth was driven not so much by companies, but by the specific location choices of 

creative people.  Cities that attract the expanding creative class will prosper, while those that lose 

their creative populations will stagnate.  Moreover, cities that are characterized by a large 

concentration of the creative class accrue a distinct competitive advantage in attracting even 

more new businesses, new jobs, and the kinds of innovations that ultimately produce sustainable 

economic growth.  This is because, as Florida conceptualized it, agglomeration was no longer 

necessarily about taking advantage of economies of scale, or the proximity of related factories or 

services.  Rather, companies cluster in specific places to take advantage of precisely these large 

pools of highly creative people.  In so doing, Florida essentially turned the standard model of 

regional economic development on its head; in the new creativity-driven economy, people don’t 

follow the jobs so much as the jobs follow the creative people.   

Florida’s subsequent claim about the rising importance of what he calls the “quality of place” 

(Florida, 2002, 215-234) was therefore equally essential to understanding the shifting nature of 

urban economies.  Florida’s research indicated that there is an emerging logic of regional 

economic growth that is based, not so much on variations in tax structures or on the cost of real 

estate, but rather on the quality of the material and cultural infrastructure of a particular city or 

region.  By this, Florida meant that those cities that succeeded in attracting large pools of 



“creative capital” are those that did a good job satisfying the lifestyle, recreation, employment, 

and cultural needs of the creative class.  Pointing to places like Austin, Minneapolis, and San 

Francisco, Florida argued that a good part of their recent economic successes could be explained 

by their open and tolerant cultures, their large concentration of bohemians and gays, their 

particular recreational and nightlife ecologies, and by the diversity of their vibrant urban 

neighborhoods that offered an exceptionally wide range of experiential activities.   Florida’s 

specific program for actualizing the “creative city” began with his claim that the creative class 

prefers just this sort of unpredictable, organic, and “small is beautiful” urbanistic paradigm.  In 

particular, the creative class rejects all forms of urban generica (Florida 2002, 284), and desire 

urban textures that are characterized by their apparent “authenticity” and strong “sense of place”.  

Such places also need to be characterized by a truly world-class “people climate”, and must 

therefore be humanly-scaled, mixed-use, walk-able, and offer a dense array of “third spaces” 

where opportunities to form multiple informal ties are large. 

Florida’s arguments had very specific conclusions for city promoters.  It followed that if 

cities wanted to succeed in the new “creativity-driven” economy, they must re-orient their 

development agendas towards improving not only the local “business climate”, but also the local 

“people climate” as well.  Indeed, Florida’s ideas demanded a new competitive logic of 

economic growth that moved certain “quality of place” issues to center stage.  Moreover, if there 

was a master narrative sustained throughout Florida’s book, it was this:  cities must realize that 

their productive advantage no longer comes from a capitalist mastery of the hinterland.  Rather, 

their economic health hinges on becoming an attractive “consumer site” that highly-skilled, 

creative people desire.   

 

Testing Florida’s Model:  Data and Analysis 
 

Our research tested Florida’s hypothesis about the role of the creative class in creating 

economic growth.  It is crucial therefore to first explain how Florida constructed a measurement 

of the creative class for MSAs in the United States.  Using occupational categories based on the 

Standard Occupational Classification System from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Florida 

divided the American labor market into three broad groups.  These three categories are the 

creative class, the working class, and the service class.  As discussed above, Florida 

conceptualized the creative class to be fairly broad and constituted by a “super creative class” 

plus creative professionals in business and finance, law, health care, academe and other related 

fields.  The working class was understood by Florida to be composed mainly of production, 

transportation, construction, and maintenance jobs.  Florida’s service class was composed mostly 

by support jobs in health care, food preparation, office support, and social services. Florida 

reported and summarized these data for 268 MSAs in the original edition of his 2002 book. 

To construct the “creative class index” for individual metropolitan areas, Florida also 

included indices that measured innovation, high-tech, and cultural diversity within each 

metropolitan area.  His innovation index is based on the number of patents per capita granted in 

each MSA.  His high-tech index is based on a widely used index developed by the Milken 

Institute to measure the concentration of high-tech jobs in an area.  His diversity index is based 

on the gay population in each MSA using data from the U.S. Census.  Florida uses the self-

identified gay population as a proxy for the diversity or tolerance of an area.  His reasoning is 

that if larger numbers of gay people live in an area, they must perceive the city to be more open 

and accepting.  The final creative class index is then a weighted average of the four measures.   



For MSAs with a population greater than 1 million, San Francisco, CA, with an index of 

1057, Austin, TX, with an index of 1028, and San Diego, CA and Boston, MA, both with an 

index of 1015, exhibit the greatest creativity using Florida’s method.  The least creative large 

MSAs are Las Vegas, NV, with an index of 561, Norfolk, VA, with an index of 555, and 

Memphis, TN, with an index of 530.  As might be expected, less populous MSAs exhibit a wider 

ranger of indexes.  For MSAs with less than 250,000 people, Santa Fe, NM, with an index of 

907, and Gainesville, FL, with an index of 827, score the highest while the least creative small 

MSAs are Cumberland, MD-WV, with an index of 83, and Enid, OK, with an index of 73.   

The creative class indexes for Wisconsin’s MSAs are presented in Table 1.  Despite having 

relatively few MSAs, Wisconsin cities demonstrate a very wide range of creative class indexes.  

As might be expected, the Madison MSA exhibits the greatest concentration of creative class 

people, with an exceptionally high index of 925.  This places Madison as the top creative MSA 

in the nation for areas under 500,000.  The Milwaukee MSA exhibits a perhaps surprisingly high 

score of 736, although such a score still produces a rank of 35
th

 in the nation for a MSA of its 

size.  Wisconsin’s smaller MSAs have lower concentrations of creative class people, with Eau 

Claire having the highest index (551) and Wausau the lowest (191).   

To test Florida’s theories we focused on two standard economic variables: real estate 

appreciation and income growth.  House prices are determined in a city by the interaction of 

supply and demand.  Increases in population and income lead to increases in demand and prices.  

If the creative class adds value above and beyond the population and income they contribute to 

the city, it should be reflected in home values.  Following Florida, our hypothesis is that the 

higher the level of creative class workers in a metropolitan area, the higher the level of house 

price appreciation, all else being equal.  The housing price data we used is from a constant 

quality house index developed by the Office of Federal Housing Enterprise Oversight (OFHEO).  

This index is produced quarterly for each MSA.
2
  We hypothesized a similarly positive 

relationship between the creative class index and real growth in income.  Income in our analysis 

is defined as per capita income in the MSA between 1990 and 2000 as reported by the census.  

For our calculations we used the real per capita income growth.  We deflated each series by the 

CPI for urban consumers for that MSA.  If the specific MSA did not have its own index, we 

deflated the data using the regional CPI.  

 

 

 

 

Table 1.  Wisconsin Metropolitan Areas 

Key Economic and Creative Class Data 

1990 – 2000 

 

    

                                                 
2
 While it has the most extensive coverage of housing prices, it does have a few drawbacks.  The data is collected only from 

mortgages that are purchased by the two large secondary mortgage players, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac.  These firms will only 

purchase “conforming” loans, which currently means mortgages with a loan amount under $333,700.   Thus, their estimates of 

price appreciation do not include the upper end of the market in many MSAs.  However, the depth of their coverage and sheer 

size of their data set outweigh these drawbacks.   



Wisconsin Metropolitan Areas 

 
Creative Class 

Index 

Change in Home 

Prices 

Growth in 

Real Per 

Capita 

Income 

    

Madison 925 75.03% 60.76% 

Milwaukee 736 62.84% 56.46% 

Appleton-Oshkosh 560 56.68% 59.42% 

Eau Claire 551 85.83% 63.28% 

Duluth-Superior 451 84.38% 60.97% 

La Crosse 451 75.05% 61.84% 

Green Bay 443 66.43% 56.65% 

Janesville-Beloit 318 75.64% 55.61% 

Sheboygan 274 74.58% 60.22% 

Wausau 191 63.18% 62.79% 

    

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. 

Correlations between Creative Class 

Index  

and Key Economic Variables 

1990-2000 

 

 

 

  

 

Creative Class 

 

All MSAs 

 Wisconsin 

MSAs only 

    

Residential Housing 

Appreciation -0.03483 

 

-0.002589 

Real Per Capita Income 

Growth -0.16107 

 

-0.085696 



    

 

 

 

 

 
Table 3.  MSAs with over 1 Million Residents (49 Total) 

Growth from 1990 – 2000 

 

Creative Class Index Growth in Home Prices 

Growth in Real Per 

Capita Income 

 

Rank Metropolitan Area 

 

Rank Metropolitan Area 

 

Rank 

Metropolitan 

Area 

 

1 San Francisco, CA 

 

1 Denver, CO 

 

1 

Grand Rapids, 

MI 

2 Austin, TX 2 Salt Lake City, UT 2 Austin, TX 

3 Boston, MA 3 Austin, TX 3 

Salt Lake City, 

UT 

4 San Diego, CA 4 Portland, OR 4 Charlotte, NC 

5 Seattle, WA 5 Detroit, MI 5 Louisville, KY 

6 Raleigh-Durham, NC 6 Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN 6 Cincinnati, OH 

7 Houston, TX 7 San Francisco, CA 7 Columbus, OH 

8 Washington, DC 8 Louisville, KY 8 Memphis, TN 

9 New York, NY 9 Milwaukee, WI 9 Nashville, TN 

10 Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN 10 New Orleans, LA 10 

San Antonio, 

TX 

      

35 Milwaukee, WI  

 

40 

Milwaukee, 

WI 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.  MSAs with between 250,000 and 1 Million Residents (93 Total) 

Growth from 1990 – 2000 

 

Creative Class Index Growth in Home Prices 

Growth in Real Per Capita 

Income 

 

Rank Metropolitan Area 

 

Rank Metropolitan Area 

 

Rank Metropolitan Area 

 

1 Albuquerque, NM 

 

1 Fort Collins-Loveland, CO 

 

1 Biloxi-Gulfport, MS 

2 

Albany-

Schenectady, NY 2 Provo-Orem, UT 2 Lafayette, LA 

3 Madison, WI 3 Colorado Springs, CO 3 Provo-Orem, UT 

4 Des Moines, IA 4 Eugene-Springfield, OR 4 

Fort Collins-Loveland, 

CO 

5 Santa Barbara, CA 5 Madison, WI 5 Birmingham, AL 



6 Melbourne, FL 6 Saginaw-Bay City, MI 6 Savannah, GA 

7 Boise City, ID 7 Charleston, SC 7 Charleston, WV 

8 Tucson, AZ 8 Biloxi-Gulfport, MS 8 Charleston, SC 

9 

Allentown-

Bethlehem, PA 9 Peoria, IL 9 Chattanooga, TN 

10 Huntsville, AL 10 Kalamazoo, MI 10 Madison, WI 

      

52 

Appleton-Oshkosh, 

WI 23 Appleton-Oshkosh, WI 16 

Appleton-Oshkosh, 

WI 

      

      

 

Table 5.  MSAs with less than 250,000 Residents (94 Total) 

Growth from 1990 – 2000 

 

Creative Class Index Growth in Home Prices 

Growth in Real Per Capita 

Income 

 

Rank Metropolitan Area 

 

Rank Metropolitan Area 

 

Rank Metropolitan Area 



 

T

able 

2 

prese

nts 

the 

corre

latio

n 

coeff

icien

ts for 

our 

varia

bles 

with 

the 

creat

ive 

class 

inde

x for the entire national dataset and the 10 Wisconsin metropolitan areas in our study.  The 

results refute our original hypotheses and undermine Florida’s claims about the role of the 

creative class in promoting economic growth.  Our analysis demonstrates that the creative class 

index has essentially no correlation with real housing appreciation or income growth from the 

national data.  Correlations ranged between approximately –0.03 for house prices and -0.16 for 

income growth.  For the Wisconsin data, the results were nearly identical, with correlations of -

0.003 for house prices and -0.09 for income growth.  None of these correlations would indicate 

very much, if any, relationship between the creative class index and economic performance. 

A further illustration of this nearly non-existent relationship is shown in Tables 3, 4 and 5.  

These tables rank the top 10 metropolitan areas in the United States by the creative class index 

and our other two economic variables for each of the three MSA population categories.  We then 

included where the Wisconsin metropolitan areas would rank in each category.  While these 

examples are only for illustration, they do reinforce the results of the correlation analysis, where 

essentially no relationship was found between the creative class index and our economic 

variables.  For example, in Table 3 we ranked those “first-tier” MSAs with over 1 million 

residents.  Milwaukee’s national rank in the creative class index was a fairly dismal 35, yet it 

was ranked at a highly unexpected 9
th 

position for growth in home prices between 1990 and 

2000.  “Second-tier” MSAs in Wisconsin also demonstrated a lack of correspondence between 

Florida’s creative class index and standard measurements of economic growth.  The Appleton-

Oshkosh MSA performed at the sub-basement rank of 52 for its creative class index, yet was 

ranked 16
th

 for growth in per capita income.  Among Wisconsin MSAs, only Madison, with a 3
rd

 

rank in the creative class index, a 5
th

 rank in growth in home prices and a 10
th

 rank in income 

growth, seemed to conform to the behavior expected by Florida’s theoretical framework. 

 

1 Santa Fe, NM 
 

1 Eau Claire, WI 

 

1 Billings, MT 

2 Gainesville, FL 2 Duluth-Superior, MN-WI 2 Houma, LA 

3 Portland, ME 3 Jackson, MI 3 Tuscaloosa, AL 

4 Burlington, VT 4 Casper, WY 4 Lawrence, KS 

5 Lafayette, IN 5 Enid, OK 5 Pueblo, CO 

6 Cedar Rapids, IA 6 Waterloo-Cedar Falls, IA 6 Owensboro, KY 

7 Sherman-Denison, TX 7 Pueblo, CO 7 Florence, SC 

8 

Richland-Kennewick, 

WA 8 Medford-Ashland, OR 8 Eau Claire, WI 

9 Iowa City, IA 9 Janesville-Beloit, WI 9 Jackson, TN 

10 State College, PA 10 La Crosse, WI-MN 10 Wausau, WI 

      

19 Eau Claire, WI 11 Sheboygan, WI 14 La Crosse, WI 

38 

Duluth-Superior, 

MN-WI 18 Green Bay, WI 16 

Duluth-Superior, 

MN-WI 

39 La Crosse, WI 29 Wausau, WI 20 Sheboygan, WI 

41 Green Bay, WI   32 Green Bay, WI 

67 Janesville-Beloit, WI   36 

Janesville-Beloit, 

WI 

74 Sheboygan, WI     

87 Wausau, WI     

      

      



Wisconsin’s seven “third-tier” MSAs showed very little correspondence between their 

respective creative class index and their economic performance between 1990 and 2000 as well.  

None of the smaller MSAs in Wisconsin ranked in the top ten for their category in the creative 

class index.  In fact, Wisconsin’s smallest MSAs are, in Florida’s analysis, virtual creative class 

“dead zones”, with only Eau Claire making it into the top twenty.  Yet, all of these smaller 

Wisconsin MSAs punched above their weight in growth in home prices.  Indeed, four of these 

cities occupy ranks in the top ten, with Eau Claire and Duluth-Superior topping the national list 

at the first and second rank position respectively.  Even more unexpected is that Wausau, with an 

abysmal 87
th

 position in the national creative class index, demonstrated the 10
th

 fastest growing 

real per capita income in the United States for cities with less than 250,000 people.   

 

Conclusion:  Do Wisconsin cities need to attract more “young creatives”? 

 

Questions about the application of a new theoretical framework are usually academic.  Yet, 

Florida’s theories were rapidly assimilated into the infrastructure of urban promotion in many 

cities across the United States, including many in Wisconsin.  This resulted in significant and 

even sweeping changes in how various cities allocated limited funds in their quest for promoting 

local economic growth.  Testing the efficacy of Florida’s theoretical model is therefore even 

more urgent than one would normally suspect.   

Wisconsin’s largest city provides an interesting case study of exactly how these Florida-

inspired changes took place.  In recent years, Milwaukee’s promoters re-oriented their agenda in 

at least three significant ways.  This first was that they began to emphasize something they had 

previously ignored:   attracting young, college-educated singles.  This shift was partly a response 

to the harsh demographic fact that there are only half as many people in this age cohort as there 

are baby boomers, and thus cities like Milwaukee were competing for a significantly smaller 

pool of footloose people deciding where to live, work, and eventually put down roots.  The 

significance of these so-called young-creatives to local economic growth was marked by a 

changing vocabulary of city publicity, where words like “hip”, “cool”, and “progressive” were 

employed with much greater frequency than in earlier rounds of urban promotion.
3
 

Milwaukee’s marketers also began to repaint the city’s urban imagery in ways that 

highlighted a range of motifs presumably commensurate with the culture of the young-creatives.  

These themes include openness to outsiders, tolerance, social and cultural diversity, active 

lifestyles, vibrant neighborhoods, burgeoning technology sectors, and a lively and provocative 

art scene.  Florida emphasized that a reliable proxy for these themes is a city’s perceived 

openness towards, and acceptance of, gays and lesbians (Florida 2002, 255-58).  In fact, one of 

the most conspicuous arguments in Florida’s book is that a city’s “Gay Index” is a very strong 

predictor of not only its overall diversity and openness, but also its high-tech jobs concentration, 

and the robustness of its recent economic growth (Florida 2002, 227).  To this end, Milwaukee’s 

image-makers produced a first-ever official “Guide for Gay and Lesbian” travel guide to the city 

that celebrated it as a place where “warm reception awaits you”
4
.  

The third and most important factor was that Milwaukee officials initiated an investment 

strategy that funneled capital towards smaller-scale projects that presumably contributed more 

considerably to the local “quality of place”.  Under the direct influence of Florida’s consultation, 

                                                 
3
 See for example the website of the Milwaukee Visitor’s and Convention Bureau, at 

http://www.visitmilwaukee.org/ 
4
 http://www.visitmilwaukee.org/static/index.cfm?contentID=229 



this new investment strategy explicitly focused on enhancing the local “creative ecosystem”, 

meaning arts and culture, nightlife, the music scene, restaurants, artists and designers, innovators, 

entrepreneurs, affordable spaces, spirituality, education, density, public spaces and “third 

places”.  This shift, however, did not mean that officials were no longer pursuing massive 

development schemes, or some other form of large-scale urban renewal.  Rather, Florida’s 

insights gave officials pause, and prompted them to carefully rethink the strategies they could 

use to cultivate local economic growth.  In Milwaukee’s case, attracting the “creative class” – 

and thus improving the city’s creative class index – became the primary focus of urban 

promotion in the years since 2001.   

Yet, as our research shows, there is no measurable connection between a high creative class 

index and the standard markers of regional economic health.  Although it is possible that such a 

connection may reveal itself in the years to come, at this time a cautionary flag must still be 

raised.  To be sure, the implementation of Florida’s ideas in cities like Milwaukee measurably 

enhanced the quality of life in certain central city neighborhoods.  Such regeneration, however, 

was highly selective, and produced a new round of criticism directed at what was understood as 

thinly-veiled city-sponsored gentrification strategy (Maleszewski 2003, Malanga 2004).  

Wisconsin cities that stake their future economic health on Florida’s model may therefore 

discover that, like earlier rounds of urban promotion based on new ballparks, downtown festival 

marketplaces, or even urban renewal, no simple panacea to local economic malaise is likely to 

exist.   
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