
C r o w d s o u r c i n g  c o o l  p l a c e s  f o r  c r e a t i v e s
The Republic allowed for the free flow of ideas because it  allowed 
greater personal l iber t y.  This sense of freedom is described often in the 
writings of Bruni and his contemporaries as a cherished right that 
future Italian cities,  most especially Florence, would seek to emulate.  
The traits of ambition and ingenuit y were aspects of the "Roman 
character" that built  Rome and nourished it  into an Empire.  To put it  
another way, when despotic rule replaced the Republic,  people slowly 
quit  striving for a cer tain way of l ife.

These Florentines,  descendants of those free Romans of the Republican 
era, shuffled off  their  medieval hull  and emerged as a vibrant 
cit ystate,  one that set the example for other c it y states in the regions 
of Umbria and Tuscany based on a commitment to civic freedom and 
humanism. Florence also had the benefit  of the wealthy Medici  family,  
who aggressively suppor ted festivals,  public ar t,  and scolarship to 
make Florence an exciting place to l ive and work.

RenGen: The Rise of the Cultural Consumer
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The conflict

Cities are hitting a wall.  They spend millions chasing after big companies, only to watch them 

downsize or be wooed away by yet another city, then build business incubators no one wants to 

be in.  They bend over backwards to attract name-brand national retailers, only to see the local 

entrepreneurial economy take a hit as the neighborhood culture loses its soul.  They advocate 

for downtown housing, then wonder why the job-producing creatives accelerate their exiting of 

the city for more affordable homes as they’re replaced by corporate employees and retirees.

If this sounds familiar in more ways than one, it’s because the problem is 

more economy-related than city-related - Wikipedia made Encyclopedia 

Britannica irrelevant, YouTube is more watched than NBC,  and Linux is 

threatening Microsoft’s market.  Why?!  They understand the power of 

the long tail.

This graph represents any industry.   Anything in blue, the ‘short head’, represents the easiest 

sells - encyclopedias, TV dramas, luxury lofts.  But what about everyone else in the orange  

‘long tail’?  It just wasn’t worth it - too much investment for diminishing returns even 

though the long tail market is larger than the short head.  

Then the internet came along, the long tail was suddenly accessible, and companies 

like Amazon, Netflix, and Apple (via iTunes) prospered alongside 

the aforementioned.

So how do cities fit into all of this?  Check out the graph below, with green 

representing positive effects and red symbolizing negative.  Cities that haven’t taken advantage 
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of the internet and its economic business models rely on the short head rather than the long 

tail.  That means stadiums, performance halls and large-scale urban renewal.  It’ll attract some 

creatives, but other cities are providing the same amenities, and besides, it’s not what the long 

tail of the creative market wants anyway.  However, note how the euphoria of accomplishing 

the occasional ‘big ticket’ project not only leads to a snowballing addiction to that type of 

investment, but it also starts to undermine long tail investments in the kinds of places that 

attract creatives.  Before we go on, let’s define that scene creatives are attracted to.
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Where creatives are attracted to
First of all, creatives are generally described here as the 50 million or so in the U.S. that make  a 

difference in business and culture, defined by the Creative Class, Cultural Creatives and the 

RenGen.  Summarizing the findings of books like Richard Florida’s Rise of the Creative Class and 

recently published Who’s Your City?, Patricia Martin’s RenGen: The Rise of the Cultural Consumer, 

and studies such as Remixing Cities and Linking the New Economy to the Livable Economy, 

creatives are drawn to natural cultural districts.   A natural cultural district is a geographically-

defined social network created by the presence of a density of cultural assets in a particular 

neighborhood. Descriptively, a "natural" cultural district simply identifies a neighborhood that 

has naturally, organically spawned a density of unique cultural assets - third places, scenes, 

events (described in the next page) and creatives - that sets it apart from other neighborhoods. 

Cultivating "Natural" Cultural Districts, Mark Stern, University of Pennsylvania

http://www.knightfdn.org/research/17_naturalculturaldistricts/NaturalCulturalDistricts.oct07.pdf
http://www.knightfdn.org/research/17_naturalculturaldistricts/NaturalCulturalDistricts.oct07.pdf
http://www.townbuild.com
http://www.townbuild.com
http://www.creativeclass.org
http://www.creativeclass.org
http://www.culturalcreatives.org
http://www.culturalcreatives.org
http://www.therengen.com
http://www.therengen.com
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001245.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001245.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000916.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000916.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001210.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001210.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001230.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001230.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001230.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001230.html
http://www.knightfdn.org/research/17_naturalculturaldistricts/NaturalCulturalDistricts.oct07.pdf
http://www.knightfdn.org/research/17_naturalculturaldistricts/NaturalCulturalDistricts.oct07.pdf
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Third places, events and scenes
It’s important to define natural cultural districts via the following three key components in order 

to understand the systems we’ll be using...

Third places.  Many of you know what third places are - those familiar places you feel welcome 

and comfortable hanging out in when you're not at home or at work. Strong communities start 

with a third place where people meet face to face, whether it's a coffeehouse, a cafe/bookstore, 

or a pedestrian-only square.

Events.  Third places can't always survive on great food or charm alone, they need events that 

bring people together on a regular, predictable basis to share common conversations, whether 

it's on a certain genre of music, a fundraiser for an environmental cause, to learn salsa, or simply 

to catch up with friends at happy hour.  Events begin at third places, then branch out to other 

venues, and ultimately neighborhood-, even city-wide.

Scenes.  This is when you know you have a successful natural cultural district, because a thriving 

scene (music, green, arts, entrepreneurial, ethnic, etc.) means enough events have sparked at 

third places to manifest a unique sense of community around that scene - like live music in 

Austin; environmentalism in Burlington, VT; and bohemian international in Adams Morgan, DC.

http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000084.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000084.html
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Identifying the problem 
and solution via 
‘clocks’ and ‘clouds’
In the CEOs for Cities publication, Remixing Cities: 

Strategy 2.0, author Charles Leadbetter defines city 

problems as two different kinds:

Clocks - Fixing clocks is complicated, focusing on 

hardware and professional skills, with measurable 

inputs and outputs using tried and true tools.  Clock 

problems include increasing the supply of affordable 

housing, improving mass transit or implementing bike 

sharing programs.

Clouds - They are diffuse and impossible to pin down, 

requiring "cultural and behavioral change that yields 

intangible benefits of greater trust, respect, tolerance 

and social capital."  Cloud problems include making a 

neighborhood feel safe, establishing an entrepreneurial 

buzz, or building a scene that attracts creatives.

Having two unique kinds of problems is fine... except 

that cities often possess only clockmaker tools.  You 

can't blame them - clouds are made up of countless 

numbers of water particles, just like individuals in a 

http://www.ceosforcities.org/rethink/research/files/RemixingCities.pdf
http://www.ceosforcities.org/rethink/research/files/RemixingCities.pdf
http://www.ceosforcities.org/rethink/research/files/RemixingCities.pdf
http://www.ceosforcities.org/rethink/research/files/RemixingCities.pdf
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city.  A cloud will change only if the behavior of the individual particles change.  So how do you 

motivate thousands of citizens individually to make a difference?

As Charles emphasizes, "Public services are most effective when they 

enlist people as participants to do more for themselves. We need a new 

approach that will allow people to participate in creating solutions 

together that are tailored to their lives.  That is where the lessons of the 

social web come in.  Cities that can develop these approaches best will 

be at a comparative advantage in addressing wider quality of life issues 

and attracting talent to drive innovation and growth."  In other words, if it's a clock problem, fix 

it as a clockmaker would.  If it's a cloud problem, crowdsource it.

What is crowdsourcing?
Crowdsourcing - "the act of taking a job traditionally performed by a 

designated agent (usually an employee) and outsourcing it to an 

undefined, generally large group of people in the form of an open 

call." Alternatively, "the application of open source principles to fields outside of software." 

Definitions are from the blog and upcoming book, Crowdsourcing: Why the Power of the Crowd 

is Driving the Future of Business by Jeff Howe.

Now let’s apply the definition of crowdsourcing to natural cultural districts:  

the act of taking development traditionally performed by city and real estate entities and 

outsourcing it to a large, defined group of triple-bottom-line-oriented people in the form of an 

open call, to transform the places we find ourselves into those where we live, as 'places of the 

soul' that uplift and help us connect to each other.

http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001234.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/001234.html
http://crowdsourcing.typepad.com/
http://crowdsourcing.typepad.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=cooltownstudi-20&path=ASIN/0307396207
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=cooltownstudi-20&path=ASIN/0307396207
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=cooltownstudi-20&path=ASIN/0307396207
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=cooltownstudi-20&path=ASIN/0307396207
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Crowdsourcing in action
The diagram below illustrates how crowdsourcing is used to solve a cloud problem, which may 

be how to establish a creative scene in a designated district.  Note how creatives and 

‘sponsors’ (those who contribute significant investment dollars or buildings) work from the 

‘clouds’ via the aforementioned social web, 

collaborating on a specific problem 

with a common vision (a ‘clock 

problem’), like 

codeveloping a third 

place in a key 

natural cultural 

district.  In the 

process they 

transform 

themselves into 

crowdsourcing 

placemakers that in 

turn transforms the 

cloud they’re in 

  into a creative social 

community, thus 

solving a ‘cloud problem’.  

Now let’s look at an example...

creative

sponsor

citizen
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How indies can compete with chains

The primary reason why an overwhelming majority of new developments prefer leasing out 

to national chains rather than local independents is because chains can pay more rent.  They 

can do this because they already have 

an established patronage before they 

open.  This makes it extremely difficult 

to establish a natural cultural district, 

which is why we have 'Anywhere USA' 

instead.

How can local indie shops and 

restaurants compete with such a 

crippling disadvantage?  They can use 

the same power of the brand chains 

do, except instead of a national brand 

they need to crowdsource a 

community brand that ensures a loyal 

following on opening day. 

How much easier it would be to 

compete with a loyal following of 

several hundred customers who can’t 

wait for the business to open.
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Systems for profound change

Of course, none of this works very well if people aren’t supportive of change.  The CoolTown 

crowdsourced placemaking model is based on two related  change management models, the 

tactical one known as the Fifth Discipline, as you’ll see diagrammed later, which actually 

transcends change and focuses on being a learning entity.  The strategic model is known as the 

Theory of U, shown below, and is designed for ‘shifting paradigms’.  The simplified premise is 

that organizations must let go of what they know as ‘truths’ and sense their 

triple bottom line values via sensing, presence what people really want 

via crowdsourcing, then realize it with actual applications. 

Presencing

Sensing

K
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w
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g

R e l e v a n c e

Suspending

    Redirecting

                    Letting Go

                           Institutionalizing

                                Prototyping

                        Crystallizing

Letting Come

Realizing

http://www.fieldbook.com
http://www.fieldbook.com
http://www.presence.net/roumiana.html
http://www.presence.net/roumiana.html
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Placemaking crowdsourcing 
systems in action

 

This Fifth Discipline-based placemaking crowdsourcing system, designed to build a community 

of creatives, is known as the beta community system.  The scale icon represents a stable, 

readjusting loop, while the snowball symbolizes a growing, reinforcing loop.  The growth of 

these ‘snowball loops’ often benefit from viral marketing campaigns:  word of mouth, buzz, 

game play.  In fact, point-based game play has a significant role in engaging participants and 

ensuring results, and it’s an industry that’s just beginning to be understood.

Notice that the phases occur in feedback loops, as few things happen linearly.  A constant series 

of readjustments, fine tuning occur before moving to the next phase/loop.  The black-lettered 

text identifies phases, red-lettered text the goal, and blue-lettered text displays investments 

that can delay or accelerate the process.  Note the heavy use of third places, events and scenes.

http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000340.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000340.html
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This second beta community system displays how the community of creatives in the previous 

system crowdsource a natural cultural district that attracts creatives, VIBEs (variegated 

independent business entrepreneurs), gazelles (companies growing at annual rates of 20% or 

more, such as when HP left the garage) and civic tourists (visitors attracted to local culture and 

places), via beta communities centered around third places, events and scenes.   Notice that as 

we advance, more of the terminology starts to become part of the regular vocabulary.

These systems are currently in play in Washington DC, New Orleans, and Syracuse, with many, 

many more on the way.  When do you want to manifest your renaissance?

http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000929.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000929.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000814.html
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/mt/archives/000814.html


13

About:

Neil Takemoto is the founding director of CoolTown Beta Communities, a crowdsource-based 

placemaking and economic development firm codeveloping natural cultural districts with 

creatives. His work over the last 14 years has been committed to the development of places 

with significant economic, environmental and social benefit, with projects in New Orleans and 

Washington DC.

Neil is the founder of CoolTown Studios, a ‘crowdsourcing cool places for creatives’ blog/news 

site that attracts 40,000 unique visitors a month. It has been featured in Architect  magazine 

and the ULI annual developers conference.

With Andres Duany, Neil co-founded the National Town Builders Association in 1997, the only 

business trade group of Smart Growth/New Urbanism real estate developers. Prior to that, he 

founded a national nonprofit educational clearinghouse for the New Urbanism field.

Recent Press:

Washington Post: Online, a Community Gathers to Concoct A Neighborhood Eatery
Front Page, Sunday, July 27, 2008

Washington Business Journal: Builder taps focus groups for green condominiums
July 25, 2008

Springwise: Crowdsourced Restaurant Taps Local Community
August 12, 2008

Iconoculture: Washington, D.C., restaurant created by the people, for the people
August 2008

http://www.cooltownbeta.com/
http://www.cooltownbeta.com/
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/2008/02/08/what-is-crowdsourced-placemaking-why-how
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/2008/02/08/what-is-crowdsourced-placemaking-why-how
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/2008/01/07/the-impact-of-natural-cultural-districts
http://www.cooltownstudios.com/2008/01/07/the-impact-of-natural-cultural-districts
http://www.cooltownstudios.com
http://www.cooltownstudios.com
http://www.architectmagazine.com/
http://www.architectmagazine.com/
http://www.uli.org/
http://www.uli.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andr%C3%A9s_Duany
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andr%C3%A9s_Duany
http://www.ntba.net/
http://www.ntba.net/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/07/26/AR2008072601978.html?hpid%3Dtopnews&sub=AR
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/07/26/AR2008072601978.html?hpid%3Dtopnews&sub=AR
http://washington.bizjournals.com/washington/stories/2008/07/28/story15.html?b=1217217600%5E1673735&surround=etf
http://washington.bizjournals.com/washington/stories/2008/07/28/story15.html?b=1217217600%5E1673735&surround=etf
http://www.springwise.com/food_beverage/crowdsourced_restaurant_taps_l/
http://www.springwise.com/food_beverage/crowdsourced_restaurant_taps_l/
http://www.iconoculture.com/Approach/WhatWeIdentify/Observations/GenXers/index.aspx?DocName=oa_CrowdsourcedRestaura_100815
http://www.iconoculture.com/Approach/WhatWeIdentify/Observations/GenXers/index.aspx?DocName=oa_CrowdsourcedRestaura_100815


14

40,000 visitors/month Local beta community

Viral marketing

Change management

Built third place Completed building Growing Natural Cultural District

Crowdsourcing management

Third place cultural identity and 
change management plan

Building cultural identity and 
change management plan

Natural Cultural District identity 
and change management plan

Beta Community Implementation Program

Appendix:  CoolTown strategic map

2451 18th Street, 2nd Floor • Washington DC 20009 • 202.518.6300 • www.cooltownbeta.com 

http://www.cooltownbeta.com
http://www.cooltownbeta.com

