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Why invest in transformative placemaking?

New technologies, demographic, and economic trends are altering 
demands for place. 

These trends have yielded positive impacts but are failing to 
benefit too many people and places.

Communities need to invest in transformative, place-based 
solutions.



Source: Brookings, “Metro areas are still racially 
segregated,” Jenny Schuetz, 2017

Multiple forces have shaped the American landscape

Concentration Dispersion Segregation
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Expected vs. actual change in job 
density around jobs in 

information sector, 2004-2018

Source: Brookings analysis of Census LEHD Origin-
Destination Employment Statistics

24%

88%

EXPECTED ACTUAL



The digital revolution is impacting growth and development 

Collaborative Online Flexible

Source: Brookings analysis of Census LEHD Origin-
Destination Employment Statistics
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The digital revolution is impacting growth and development 

Collaborative Online Flexible

Share of professionals who would 
prefer to work remotely some or 

all of the time, 2023

Source: Pew Research Center,  “American Trends 
Survey of U.S. Workers”

91%

E-commerce retail sales as a 
percent of total sales, 1999-2024 

Source: Brookings analysis of U.S. BLS Data via FRED
Source: Brookings analysis of Census LEHD Origin-
Destination Employment Statistics
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These trends are yielding positive impacts for many people 
and places… 

Walkable 
suburban 

district

Arts & 
creative 
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Walkability = Rent premiums 
(and social, health, environmental benefits)

Source: Smart Growth America, “Foot Traffic Ahead,” 2023

Price premiums for walkable urbanism 
vs. drivable sub-urban, 2021

44%
41% 41%

34%

Office Retail Multifamily
rental

For-sale housing



Cumberland
Economically disadvantaged 

small town with a rich 
history and undervalued 

place-based assets

Sandtown
Disinvested neighborhood 

with undervalued 
commercial corridors and 

strong cultural ties

East Baltimore
Strong anchor district 

disconnected from 
surrounded disinvested 

neighborhoods

Columbia Gateway
Sterile suburban office park 

with the potential for 
redevelopment and 

placemaking

Harbor East
Dense, asset rich, high 
investment area that is 
unaffordable to most

But too many people and places are also being left behind



Source: Brookings, “Big city downtowns are booming, but can their momentum outlast the coronavirus?,” 2020

In metros across the country, growth  
concentrated downtown

But big city downtowns on the coasts (and 
select downtowns in the Midwest and South) 

experienced the most growth)

Downtown population growth, 1980 to 2018, 100 metropolitan areas

The knowledge economy has (mostly) rewarded large 
places



Within regions, concentrated disadvantage has 
grown steadily 



Disadvantage disproportionately concentrates in 
communities of color

Source: Brookings analysis of U.S. Census Bureau 2018-2022 ACS 5-Year Estimates

Advantage 
disproportionately 

concentrates in 
white communities , 
while disadvantage 

concentrates in 
communities of 

color

Low Income Community 
(LIC) tracts

Tracts with no high-need 
designation

% White 63.5%
(+10.4%)

80.3%
(-6.4%)

% Black 22.1%
(+7.7%)

9.6%
(-4.8%)

% Hispanic/Latino 28.8%
(-9.3%)

13.6%
(+5.9%)

Difference from national average shown in parentheses.

Demographic characteristics for high-need and other Census tracts, 2022



Our current systems are often too siloed to solve these 
challenges



Cities need to invest in transformative, 
integrated,  place-based solutions



Transformative placemaking: An integrated, outcomes-
focused approach 

ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT

SMART GROWTH/
LAND USE

COMMUNITY
DEVELOPMENT

TRADITIONAL 
PLACEMAKING

Concentrates investments not only in public 
spaces or city blocks, but in hubs or ‘districts’ 
where economic, physical, and civic assets 
cluster and connect.

Encourages investments not only to create high 
quality places, but to foster equitable, 
opportunity-rich communities that generate 
broad based prosperity.

Breaks down siloes between key fields to 
advance integrated, systems-level solutions.



Example: Scale 

Economic Assets and 
strengths

Economic inclusion 
need

Community buy-in, 
capacity, and 

ownership
Regional significance



Example: Scope 



Example: Level of integration 



Transformative placemaking requires new…

Policies & 
investment 
strategies

Knowledge Practices & 
tools



Transformative placemaking requires new…

Where are economic, physical, social, and civic 
assets clustered within your city?

What varied and unique roles do these activity 
centers play in your economy? How do these 
roles contribute to inclusive or exclusive 
outcomes? 

How can this knowledge inform where and how to 
prioritize economic development, infrastructure, 
and placemaking investments in the city?

Knowledge



Transformative placemaking requires new…

How is your city revamping outmoded land use and 
transportation policies to support dynamic, connected 
communities?? 

How can its economic development investments better 
support the growth of new and existing local 
businesses, particularly in historically marginalized 
communities? 

How can place-centered investments be more 
intentional and less reactive to the latest new program 
or windfall opportunity? 

Policies & 
investment 
strategies



Transformative placemaking requires new…

How are you adapting, designing, and sustaining 
place-centered investments over the long-term?

How are you building the capacity of hyper-local 
place governance organizations to drive these 
outcomes?

Practices & 
tools



We gained a transit stop and dreamed a 
bigger dream. This was us saying, ‘we’re going 
to do this in a greater way than you even 
imagined.’ We’re going to put together the 
greatest Black collection of art on the West 
Coast, and it’s going to be right here so that 
when people take that train, that’s all they’re 
going to look at. That’s the experience people 
are going to get when they come into our 
community.” 

SOUTH LOS ANGELES STAKEHOLDER

Transformative placemaking requires new…Transformative placemaking shows us what’s possible



And the imperative of community-centered investments in 
growing more prosperous, resilient, and equitable cities



Thank you!

Hanna Love
hlove@brookings.edu
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