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U.S. creative class requires nurturing, scholar insists

By Jon Talton

The Arizona Republic

Richard Florida makes some people uncomfortable.

City officials squirm when he says megaprojects alone won't attract the coveted "creative class" - he coined the term.

Developers get defensive when Florida points out that sprawl dampens innovation and the exchange of ideas.

A generation of economic-development gurus is scrambling to address Florida's audacious and influential trespassing in their territory.

Bigots hate him for a perceived "pro-gay" agenda, because he links tolerance to the creative economy (Florida is straight).

Now the author of The Rise of the Creative Class is back with a new book, The Flight of the Creative Class (Harper Business). It will be no less controversial, but like its predecessor, it is essential reading for understanding the challenges that America, and every city and state, faces.

We live in an age of screamers. Yet Florida is a scholar who set out to understand what is happening in our economy and society, and its implications. He's not a hack who was paid to cherry-pick the facts and reach an ideologically pure conclusion.

Reality defies ideologically pure conclusions. No wonder he makes some uncomfortable.

Florida's creative class is not a bunch of poets quaffing lattes down on Roosevelt Row.

It describes the changing nature of work, where a disproportionate share of wealth creation and economic impact is coming from creative jobs. These include designers, architects, software developers, etc. They flock to places that value openness to new ideas and tolerance.

Nor is the creative class a panacea. The rising power of creative work is creating huge fissures in society. The great creative centers have the greatest disparity of incomes. But the force is real and irresistible.

In the new book, Florida identifies the risk the nation faces in a post-9-11 mentality, where it tries to keep out talented immigrants and reduces funding for research. The United States is not doing enough to "harness and cultivate" its native-born talent. And other nations have learned from the old America, and are working to become talent magnets.

"For decades, the U.S. has succeeded in attracting and growing talented people because of its creative ecosystem - a densely interwoven fabric of institutions, individuals and economic and social rights," he writes. "Attracting people does not just happen. It depends on the care and feeding of the organizations and people that make up this ecosystem."

That system is at risk and, as Florida points out, neither political party gets it.

The solution, to simplify Florida's careful and complex argument, is to invest in a creative society. That means educating people for the creative age, investing more in research, and improving cities, which are the keys to creativity. It means enhancing tolerance and openness.

Florida's findings are bad news for those who fight to maintain a Greater Phoenix based mostly on home building, tourism and low-wage service jobs. The costs of that strategy, already evident, will only grow.

Talent-magnet cities still abound in America.

Minneapolis even does a good job of being a strong creative city with a relatively small gap between rich and poor. But there's a host of new rivals worldwide.

America knows how to compete. But it must return to the virtues that made it an economic colossus.
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