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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Collaborators: 
We are six scholars from the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill. As part of the eight-week Morehead-Cain pilot program, Civic 
Collaboration, we came to Chattanooga, Tennessee to learn about and 
assess the landscape of innovation and innovation districts in cities.

Problem: 
The Morehead-Cain Foundation, in conjunction with local 
organization leaders, provided the “vector” for our summer: What 
are the appropriate metrics for Chattanooga’s new economy with 
a focus on the City’s Innovation District and EPB’s smart grid 
and deployed high fiber network; and what are the relationships 
among the metrics?  

Methodology: 
Upon our arrival in Chattanooga we were given a sheet of 
approximately 80 key players in the city. From there, we did 
preliminary research to find out who was associated with which 
organizations within the District and the greater community. Once 
we felt that we had gathered an adequate amount of information, 
we conducted our first wave of interviews. In these interviews, we 
collected general information about the city and the District. Patterns 
in the information gained from the first round of interviews led us 
to further research. From there, we orchestrated a second round of 
more pointed interviews, which allowed us to find an even greater 
consensus on various topics. 

Ultimately, we interviewed over 50 people and completed extensive 
research, which guided the creation of this report,  a culmination of 
our findings as they relate to our given vector.

Solutions:
We have developed several takeaways from our research in 
Chattanooga:  
• Making the city more attractive to venture capital is essential 

to a growing Innovation District
• Making a new technology or innovation pervasive requires 

an active or intentional approach to spread throughout the 
economy

• Chattanooga’s strongest assets include the “startup culture,” 
the GIG and the outdoor community

• The Innovation District in particular should be made an 
attractive location for a young, educated, and creative class to 
live, work, and play

• The tech industry already suffers from a lack of diversity, 
so Chattanooga must be intentional about engaging the 
community within the innovative and tech sectors

• The Innovation District cannot and will not improve without 
an articulated set of goals

Why Now?
Chattanooga is on the forefront of innovation district 
development. Mid-sized cities across America can look to 
Chattanooga to see its successes and opportunities for growth.  
Without a defined set of metrics for success, Chattanooga 
provides far less value to other cities.  The city has a chance to 
shock the world; there is a small window for community leaders 
to forge the way into this new frontier.  
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Our team started off the summer in a workshop with New York City's 
former Chief Urban Designer, Alexandros Washburn. >



Introduction
“Innovation district” is a new term describing an old concept. Downtowns used to be where people worked, lived, 
and played. As the automobile begat urban sprawl and downtowns became a place only to work, cities—particularly 
Southern cities—lost the density that spawned innovation. Chattanooga’s Innovation District is an attempt to create 
natural density. Knowing that density will not happen on its own, it aims to create a quarter-mile-radius area that 
provides resources, activities, and housing. The circle is a spotlight that says, “invest here, work here, live here, 
innovate here!” Before the Innovation District was drawn in 2014, this sentiment was encompassed in the original 
name for CO.LAB, Chattanooga’s accelerator: “Create Here.” 

The goal of Chattanooga’s Innovation District is to create one large collision space for entrepreneurs and creative 
minds to collaborate and innovate. In order to be successful, an innovation district must have talent, ideas, capital, 
and infrastructure that lends itself to a collaborative environment. It must also be accessible to all demographics. This 
infrastructure must have an adequate amount of housing and amenities, as well as public and commercial space. This 
paper outlines the metrics necessary to measure these components in three sections: Innovate, Live, and Experience. 

Covering ideas from capital to collision spaces, Innovate discusses concepts that lend themselves to the creation of 
new ideas, technologies, and businesses. It identifies a system we call “the startup cycle” and evaluates components 
that drive innovation and are necessary to foster a favorable entrepreneurial climate.

Live covers the quantity and quality of wants and needs within the Innovation District. Necessities such as housing, 
food, and transportation are covered in depth. Opportunities, quality of education, and entertainment that attract 
innovators are discussed as well.

Experience is all about encountering variety. In order for the Innovation District to succeed, it must be diverse 
and inclusive. The section begins with the history of Chattanooga, delves into the importance of variety, and then 
discusses culture and environment.

We also recognize that there is an unquantifiable contributor to the economy of Chattanooga that is perhaps just as 
important to innovation. It’s what city leaders call “The Chattanooga Way,” a collaborative, open door environment 
that permeates the private, public, and nonprofit sectors. Those who have established themselves are eager to assist 
those who are just starting out.  

We hope that the metrics outlined in the following sections will provide a basis for future development and growth 
for the Innovation District and the city of Chattanooga.   
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INNOVATE



“New institutions are going 
to evolve domestically and 
globally that basically help 
leverage the assets of what are 
the engines of our economy 
and the centers of trade and 
investment... They’re going to 
be action-oriented, pragmatic, 
problem-solving institutions.”  

-Bruce Katz

While most established innovation districts are anchored 
by a major research university, Chattanooga’s source of 
innovation comes more from startups leveraging the city’s 
competitive advantages. The Electric Power Board’s (EPB) 
power and telecommunication are technological drivers of 
entrepreneurship. However, Oak Ridge National Laboratory’s 
announced Chattanooga branch is a step towards a more 
research-centered Innovation District.  In order to measure 
the effectiveness of the Innovation District’s effort to foster 
a place for innovation, we examined the impacts of the city’s 
startup cycle, venture capital attractiveness, and innovation 
amplifiers. These innovation amplifiers are the technologies, 
policies, institutions, and collision spaces that support and 
foster the innovation already taking place.

Capital, talent, and ideas are the driving 
forces behind the startup community, 
essential elements in the development of a 
growing entrepreneurial ecosystem. 
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Capital

Investment $ per 100,000 people1 Deals per 100,000 people1

Venture capital is said to be a driver of the U.S. economy. “[Venture capital] is three to four times more effective in 
stimulating innovation” than the equivalent spending in traditional R&D.1 “By failing to attract capital at similar rates 
to large cities, secondary cities [metro areas below the top 40 cities by population] are missing a major engine of job 
and wage growth.” Perhaps more importantly, secondary cities without the necessary capital are falling behind peer 
cities such as Boulder, Salt Lake City, and Ann Arbor which have found ways to attract capital. 

Capital is also Chattanooga’s most conspicuous shortcoming. In mapping metro areas by venture capital dollars 
invested per 100,000 people, Chattanooga’s ~$50 million barely shows up on a map.2  Deals per 100,000 people paints 
a slightly better picture, but in no way identifies Chattanooga as a national hub for startups or innovation.

Chattanooga’s capital deficiency can largely be explained by the fact that the startup community is in its early 
stages.  Based on our research, a more applicable metric for the next several years is the potential attractiveness of 
the market to outside investors. If Chattanooga plans to grow its innovation sector, the Innovation District must 
be attractive to investors.  

According to Prabal Chakrabatri of the Boston Federal Reserve, venture capital firms are attracted to secondary cities 
due to the following traits.3  Together, they create our Venture Capital Attractiveness Index. 
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lifestyle

4 - Exceptional Performance
3 - Successful Performance

2 - Developing Performance
1 - Needs Improvement



Amplifiers
Technology

The Gig and the EPB smart grid are the two key technological advantages in Chattanooga’s 
Innovation District. Though initially created to modernize the network by increasing its speed and 
capabilities for the residents of Chattanooga, the Gig and smart grid contributed to the creation of 
a startup scene. This exemplifies how technology not only amplifies the cycle of innovation, but 
also spurs organic growth as a catalyst for entrepreneurship. The two realms of evaluation for the 
success of technology in the Innovation District are startup use and technology adoption.

Startup Usage: % of startups using Chattanooga’s competitive advantage — 47%9

Because Chattanooga’s competitive advantage is found in the speed of the Gig and the security 
and efficiency of the smart grid, a metric to determine its success is the percentage of startups 
that utilize these technologies or relocate to Chattanooga specifically for these technologies.

Technology Adoption Index:
Another important facet of technology to measure is technology adoption. Based on EPB’s 
2016 first quarter data analysis,10 we have created the following chart that explains the 
components of this metric:

Component Definition Statistic Evaluation

Residential 
           Use

Commercial 
           Use

Cost of 
      Internet

# of residential 
facilities that utilize  
the EPB network

# of commercial
facilities that utilize  
the EPB network

standard cost of 
internet use

77,446 residential 
facilities

10,296 commercial 
facilities

$70 per month
The cost of the Gig has remained at the same price of $70 since 
2013. Though it is beneficial that the price of service has not 
increased over time, it is important that as service becomes more 
widely used we see a decrease in price so that a wider range of 
customers can be reached.

Commercial usage is increasing, indicating that more businesses 
are utilizing the technology at hand.

Residential usage is increasing, indicating that more homes in 
the area are being reached.
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Policy
Although capital is the primary driver of the "startup cycle," policy has considerable 
bearing on the attractiveness of a city. Since there are already quite a few hoops 
to jump through in starting a business, innovators will gravitate toward cities 
where startup costs are low and government policies make obtaining a permit 
and paying taxes easy.  Simply put, people want to do business where it is easy to 
do business. 

In order to paint a broader picture of how favorable entrepreneurs find 
Chattanooga’s business environment, it is important to compare it at the national 
level. Business magazines often rank the best cities in which entrepreneurs 
can most easily start a business. Out of 150 cities, Chattanooga ranked 66 on 
Wallethub’s list,11 slightly above the average.

City Overall Rank Business Environment Access to Resources Costs

Oklahoma City, OK 3 7 81 18

Winston-Salem, NC 11 72 36 10

Kansas City, MO 16 48 86 16

Atlanta, GA 24 97 14 46

Nashville, TN 26 73 25 61

Birmingham, AL 32 145 9 31

Fort Worth, TX 37 12 89 106

Chattanooga, TN 66 139 57 24

Knoxville, TN 86 139 102 14

The table above shows Chattanooga’s ranking in relation to a few competitor cities, calculated as a weighted average across three categories: 
strength of its business environment, access to resources, and costs. In addition, some of the metrics used to evaluate the business 
environment, such as the five-year survival rate of new businesses and the amount of capital available, depresses Chattanooga’s business 
environment ranking considerably. This is mostly due to the fact that the city’s entrepreneurial ecosystem is so new.

A useful metric when evaluating Chattanooga’s progress as a place for entrepreneurs is to track the change in this ranking with each 
successive year. From 2015 to 2016, Chattanooga’s ranking improved by 24%. By moving up from 87 to 66, Chattanooga has displayed 
rapid progress in becoming a more favorable place for entrepreneurs.
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Business Rankings:



Institutions 
In addition to policy and technology, institutions are a third aspect that is essential to amplifying innovation in the "startup cycle." For 
the purposes of this report, strong institutions are the spoken or unspoken rules that promote a healthy business environment. In the 
case of Chattanooga’s Innovation District, the most important institution at play is the local startup culture.

The startup culture is a network of citizens with creative vision for entrepreneurial success. The network fosters a culture of openness 
and connectedness within the startup community. With abundant resources and major players easily accessible, ideas can be developed 
into action. Chattanooga is the perfect size for collaboration—small enough for strong networking and large enough to bring ideas to 
market. Moreover, that interconnectivity allows people and ideas to move easily between businesses. 

Additionally, incubators, accelerators, and philanthropic nonprofits promote the creation of startups. These groups provide the additional 
expertise and training necessary for an entrepreneur’s success. One problem is that, although interconnectivity is an excellent resource to 
entrepreneurs, it is only an advantage if the entrepreneur has these key players in his or her personal network. LAUNCH Chattanooga is 
an example of an organization that attempts to connect low-income entrepreneurs to the powerful startup network.

The startup culture in Chattanooga also creates innovation ambassadors, people once part of the entrepreneurial ecosystem that can 
now advocate for the city as a place for innovation. Chattanooga has some of the best resources for piloting a startup, but larger cities 
can offer better capital and talent. After they leave, they become an ambassador of the startup community, spreading awareness of 
Chattanooga’s startup value. Talent and ideas are fed back into the system, thus adding potency to the startup culture and amplifying 
the innovation cycle.
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Collision Spaces 
We defined the purpose of the Innovation District at large to be a ‘collision space’ for creative minds, but in order for this to be achieved, 
the district must be full of smaller spaces where innovation can occur. At this level, a collision space is an area that fosters collaboration 
between people of all walks of life.  
 
Collision spaces fuel innovation by providing a space for the synthesis of ideas. These spaces should support “intentional serendipity,” 
meaning that they exist with the objective goal of inspiring chance encounters that cultivate innovation.
 
The success of a collision space in supporting these encounters depends on its location, design, and people—as laid out in the chart below. 
In order to maximize the number of collisions that occur, the spaces should be centrally located. In addition, the design of the space must 
be passive, thereby allowing multiple uses and encouraging chance interactions among a diverse range of people. Finally, population 
density in a space is important to catalyzing connections because it increases the rate of serendipitous interactions.

The walk score of Miller Plaza 
is 89/100,12 which indicates 
that it is centrally located 
because of its proximity to 
other amenities. 

The design of Miller Plaza provides people 
with the space to do work of their choosing. 
There is often no specified use of the space, 
which makes it passive as well as conducive 
to serendipitous encounters. 

Miller Plaza, especially during 
lunch time, is often full of a 
wide range of people utilizing 
the space for a number of 
different activities. 
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Example of a Collision Space in Chattanooga’s  Innovation District:  Miller Plaza

Measuring 
Collision
Spaces

 



Innovate 
  Recommendations

• Improve intellectual capital by developing and integrating local universities in the 
city. Create programs that connect local talent with internships and job opportunities 
in the Innovation District.

• Improve accessibility by lobbying for more direct flights to major hubs from 
Chattanooga. Transportation to and from the airport can also be improved by 
working with taxi/Uber/Lyft services.  

• Improve awareness through new and existing outreach programs to inform people 
about the technologies within the Innovation District as well as how they can take 
advantage of them. Continue efforts to remain affordable to as many consumers as 
possible.

• Promote the sharing of ideas by creating more collision spaces within the Innovation 
District that are centrally located, intentionally designed in a way that is conducive 
to numerous activities, and well-populated. 
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LIVE



Livability, though comprehensive of many subjects, is consistent in its need for affordability and good 
design. A blighted and expensive city is not attractive to young, educated innovators, regardless of what 
amenities lie within. Chattanooga’s Innovation District currently lacks the housing and the attractiveness 
to entice these people to move in, which is necessary in order to densify the area. Of the mere 236 workers 
who live within the Innovation District, only 32 have a bachelor’s degree or higher.13 Making the Innovation 
District livable will attract innovators and improve the city as a whole.

Housing
Housing is crucial to the Innovation District if it wishes to fulfill its live-
work-play aspirations. Additional housing within the Innovation District 
increases foot traffic, making streets safer and generating business for 
retail. As of 2014, approximately 500 people lived in the Innovation 
District, a fraction of the over 10,000 who worked there.14  This statistic is 
an estimate based on the number of workers who live in the District (236) 
plus the estimated number of unemployed and retired residents.

Housing should be measured relative to commercial space because 
mixed-use environments are key to building vibrant downtowns. This can 
be done by comparing the number of people who work in the Innovation 
District to the number who live within the District, or for a more physical 
metric, by counting the number of housing units per 800 square feet 
of commercial building. This metric comes from Chattanooga’s Form 
Based Code,15 which uses ‘per housing unit’ and ‘per 800 square feet’ to 
measure parking requirements for residential and commercial buildings, 
respectively. (It officially mandates one parking space per single housing 
unit and 1.25 parking spaces per 1,000 square feet of commercial space, 
but we adjusted to make the numbers comparable).

Additionally, in order to attract innovative people at the beginning 
of their careers, the housing must be affordable to those who are just 
getting started. According to the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development’s definition of “affordable,” one should spend no more than 
30% of one’s income on housing.16 Therefore, in order to entice young, 
educated innovators to move to the Innovation District, 20% percent of 
housing units in the Innovation District should be affordable to people 
with incomes of 80% AMI. These figures come from prior Chattanooga 
affordable housing tax incentives, which give tax credits to developers 
who make 20% of their housing affordable to 80% AMI.17

Currently, 51.5% of Chattanooga renters are "cost burdened," spending 
over 30% of their income on housing,18 which is surprising for a city 
that is so “affordable." Although this is standard compared to 52.3% 
nationwide and 51.6% in Tennessee,  it can and should be lower. 

Category Metric

# of people who work in the ID per #  who 
live within the ID or # of housing units per 
800 sq ft of commercial building

% of rents affordable to incomes within 80% 
of the average starting salary in Chattanooga 
within the ID

% growth in average rent vs. % growth in 
average wage

Supply

Affordability

Long-term
Affordability
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Food
Food is a necessity of life. For this reason, proximity to grocery 
stores is inherently valued when determining where to live. 
Especially since younger people are forgoing cars at higher rates, 
there must be local grocery stores in walking distance. Shopping 
multiple times a week for smaller quantities of food can become 
more prevalent. Therefore, the number of grocery stores within 
the Innovation District can serve as a quantitative metric. It is also 
important to make the distinction between types of grocery stores. 
Discount stores offer low prices and fewer fresh foods, while 
high end stores sell a high-priced, gourmet selection. Traditional 
grocery stores offer a variety of fresh and non-perishable foods at 
reasonable prices, which is more attractive to a wider customer 
base, especially young people.

Transportation
As more and more millennials give up their cars for alternative 
modes of transportation, Chattanooga has admirably attempted to 
keep up with the trend. They’ve made progress by adding a bike 
share system, making streets more walkable, creating a Green Trips 
program that rewards sustainable transport, and installing bike lanes 
around the downtown. However, obstacles remain. UTC students 
resist going downtown at night in part because they don’t want to 
travel in their cars and the streets are poorly lit. Safe, walkable streets 
are critical to generating a sense of place in the Innovation District 
and attracting people to live, work, and play downtown. 

Walkability is a key feature of an attractive downtown. Although 
we recognize that car dependency is pervasive throughout 
Chattanooga, the two are not incompatible. The issue with 
measuring walkability is that it’s highly subjective. It depends on 
the pedestrian’s “feel” of the place: how safe they feel when crossing 
the street, how pleasant the streetscape seems, how “nice” the walk 
is. It is not something the city or the private sector alone can fix. 
Businesses must apply aesthetic design to their shop fronts, the 
city must supply functional and pleasant sidewalks with decent 
lighting, and private citizens in cars and on bikes must obey traffic 
laws and behave responsibly. If streets are designed for automobiles 
only, then drivers will behave like the road is just for them. 

The issue of subjectivity and “feel” is addressed by walkability 
assessments. The US Department of Transportation along with 
the National Center for Safe Routes to School have a Walkability 
Checklist19 designed for community members to easily understand, 
which gives a rating on a scale of one to six in five categories. With 
enough community participation, it would be fairly straightforward 
to collect data on how people perceive the block-by-block walkability 
of Chattanooga. In addition, WalkScore creates a rating based on 
proximity to basic necessities and amenities, so the average walk 
score for the Innovation District is another metric that can be used 
to determine walkability.
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An arguably "traditional" store located near 
the district is Carniceria Loa No 7, a specialty 
Mexican grocery store.



Opportunities
Opportunity, perhaps more than any other word, has 
defined American history. Millions have flocked to 
our shores seeking the freedom to earn a decent living. 
Opportunities in oil brought thousands to Houston, 
fortunes to be made in gold drove pioneers to California, 
New York still attracts thousands every year seeking work. 
Employment opportunity is the single most important 
factor that causes individuals to migrate to a new area. 
What opportunities will bring people to Chattanooga? 

In evaluating the strength of the professional 
environment of the Innovation District, it is important 
to take stock of the human capital that is available 
locally. Over 15,000 Chattanoogan jobs cannot be taken 
by current residents due to a lack of qualifications.21  
This surplus of jobs makes Chattanooga an attractive 

location for educated individuals; however, in order to develop and test their products and services, innovators need a talented 
workforce to support them. Without that talent, businesses will be hesitant to relocate to Chattanooga. 

 It is helpful to use these metrics to notice that the problem is not a lack of opportunity for workers moving to Chattanooga, but rather a 
problem of missed opportunity for local residents. Nor is it an issue that companies are not hiring. Instead, there is a disconnect between 
the talent pool and what employers are actively seeking. As a result, jobs are being filled by outside talent.

Fortunately, Chattanooga 2.0 is working to address these shortfalls school by school and has proposed the ambitious goal of 75% post-
secondary attainment. The success of this program remains to be seen, but it sends the message that the city, through public-private 
partnership, has taken the next step to invest in its future. Local companies can make recruitment easier by clearly emphasizing which 
specific qualifications they seek when carrying out hiring campaigns geared toward Chattanoogans. This way, companies do not waste 
time sifting through underqualified applicants.
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Although we prioritized walking to emphasize its necessity, it is 
also useful to see general commuting patterns in the Innovation 
District. For example, 80.4% of all Chattanoogans drive alone to 
work, 9.1% carpool, 1.7% take public transportation, and 2.7% 
walk.20 Since these numbers are on par with comparable cities, 
they are best framed over time. Success for this metric would be 
indicated by a decrease in the number of people driving alone to 
work. This frees up parking downtown, prevents air pollution, 
and generally increases the number of people walking in the 
urban core. It also means Chattanooga is doing a good job of 
providing and encouraging alternative modes of transit. This 
makes for a more livable city. 
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When asked, the majority of people interviewed cited education as the primary factor holding back Chattanooga. Currently, only 60% 
of all third graders in the system are reading at grade level and county ACT scores fall below the state average of 18.7.22 In addition, five 
high schools have an average ACT score below 16, the minimum score a student must obtain to be eligible for most post-secondary 
opportunities.23 This is alarming news for parents. Each year, the educational system is failing to prepare thousands of students for success 
after high school, making these students much more likely to live in poverty. These students also do not have the skills necessary to take 
part in the city’s emerging Innovation District.

If a child lives in the Innovation District he or she will be zoned for either Brown Academy or Battle Academy, both high performing 
elementary schools. However, the child will then enter Orchard Knob Middle School, where the majority of students are not reading at 
grade level. The student then runs the risk of falling further behind when zoned for Howard High School, one of the lowest performing 
schools in the state.

Test scores, as many educators would agree, do not tell the full story. Consequently, one can analyze the quality of education by evaluating 
the culture of a particular school. This could include the number of community partnerships in which a particular school is involved, 
teacher turnover, state working conditions survey data, and whether or not the school’s internal data is used for continuous improvement.  
In addition, the city can support the development and promotion of teachers. The Public Education Foundation is supporting peer 
leadership among teachers and providing them with opportunities for professional development. The Teacherpreneur24 program is also 
addressing the need for professional development among school faculty. 

Quality of Education



Entertainment
As simple as it sounds, things to do are essential to the success an innovation 
district because they constitute the “play” branch of live-work-play. 
Entertainment attracts people to an area. Restaurants, bars, clubs, theaters, 
and museums are just some of the cultural entities that provide a city with 
what it needs to be a place where people actually want to live and work. 

One metric for evaluation is the number of entertainment facilities within 
the Innovation District per square mile so that it can be compared to other 
districts. However, when evaluating this metric, it is important to be cognizant 
of entertainment types. For instance, nightlife requires a concentration of 
restaurants, bars, and clubs that stay open late for younger people to enjoy. 
Daytime venues, such as museums and tourist attractions, however, are 
attractive to all ages. 

Since temporal differences among facilities attracts different crowds, we 
recommend evaluating which entertainment facilities are open during the day, 
after 5pm, and after 10pm.

Outdoor Community
An undeniable element of Chattanooga’s identity that attracts young people, artists, 
entrepreneurs, and innovators alike are the hundreds of climbing crags within a short 
drive of the city. The Southern Sandstone that makes up the rock walls in Chattanooga 
has some of the greatest variety of rock characteristics and personality found in any 
rock type of any region in America. In fact, there is such variation in the area that local 
Chattanooga climbers can swap crags like they swap seasonal clothing styles. 

Popularity can be attributed to year-round access and some of the best amenities 
for the adventure-seeking traveler. The Crash Pad on Main Street provides popular, 
inexpensive lodging for visiting climbers. Hundreds of climbing routes exist within 
a 45-minute drive from the Innovation District, with most climbers opting to stay 
in the heart of the city to take advantage of restaurants and tourist attractions on off 
days. Furthermore, adventure-seekers can mix it up with whitewater rafting and zip-
lining on the nearby Ocoee River.

To some of the talent desirable to Chattanooga, the outdoors can be a major draw. 
Innovation can be explored any number of places, but climbing is one of the factors 
that makes Chattanooga unique. While outdoor activities are “things to do” that 
fall under the branch of entertainment, we chose not to assign a metric to measure 
their impact because they are not physically in the Innovation District. However, the 
outdoor community is included in this report because it is a significant asset that 
helps attract innovators. 
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Livability Recap 

AMI.



  Live 
    Recommendations

• Lobby for a traditional grocery chain to build a store within walking distance of the Innovation District. In 
addition to increasing access to food, it will limit the need for cars and increase the walkability of the area. 

• Continue the efforts of Chattanooga 2.0 to ensure that the future workforce will have the skills requisite 
to fill local jobs.

• Continue Public Education Fund’s initiatives and the existing Teacherpreneur program to give good teachers 
opportunities for advancement without removing them from the classroom.

• The mayor should encourage landowners to renovate their upper floors into housing in order to increase supply.

• Policy tools such as tax increment financing should be used to construct affordable housing. Since inclusionary 
zoning is outlawed in Tennessee, Chattanooga should lobby the state to change its law. 

• Form Based Code should be altered to make sidewalk requirements in U-CX equal to those in D-CX. D-CX 
requires a minimum of 10 ft of sidewalk on A streets and 6 ft on B streets, whereas U-CX only requires 6 ft 
on all streets. But take a street like MLKing Blvd, which is a busy A street in a mostly U-CX zone. Six feet 
of sidewalk is not enough. It makes walking down the street feel unsafe because of fast-moving cars. We 
recommend that right of way should instead be determined by a ratio. 50% of the street should be for motor 
vehicles and 50% for bikes and pedestrians, in both Urban and Downtown Core zones. This is known among 
planners as "the Barcelona Rule."

• The city should install more traffic calming measures such as on street parking, narrower streets, and 
protected bike lanes. Despite the inconvenience to drivers, traffic should be slow downtown, especially in 
busy commercial areas. 

• Embrace the outdoors. Attempt to bridge the climbing community with the startup community in order to 
leverage the asset of Chattanooga’s excellent outdoor scene. 



EXPERIENCE



The City's
           History

It is important to have variety in one’s life. The experiences we encounter in our day to day lives affect our 
blind spots, hiding or revealing the chasms that separate communities. Innovation bridges these gaps. We find 
and experience variety in our everyday lives through both the knowledge and preservation of history, diversity, 
and culture. This section will discuss the role of the MLKing District, diversity and inclusion, the arts, and the 
environment with respect to the role they play in the identity of the Innovation District.

The MLKing District fills the eastern half of the Innovation 
District. Formerly known as 9th Street, MLKing was called the Big 
Nine in its heyday,  the hub of the African American community 
in Chattanooga for over 100 years. It is listed on the national 
register of historic places “for the social role the community 
played in developing and supporting a black culture and society 
in southeast Tennessee.”25 The Big Nine was where the arts and 
business thrived as one. Established after Reconstruction, many 
black entrepreneurs and former slaves came to the area to settle. 
By the 1880s the area was “an identifiable black community.” 
Since that time, it experienced several economic booms. The 
prosperity lasted until the 1960s when businesses began to move 
elsewhere.26 Since this time, there have been many failed efforts 
to revitalize the area. 

In 2009, a new community initiative organized by the Regional 
Planning Agency was drafted. This plan took the community’s 
ideas and drew a picture of what the residents of MLKing would 
like to see their community become. The residents highlighted 
a need for safety, clean streets, affordable housing, diversity, and 
maintenance of the historical and cultural elements of the area in 
order to create a more unified community. In 2015, the Benwood 
Foundation provided a $200,000 grant to revitalize the area.27 

The question remains: how is the Innovation District going to help 
preserve this legacy and push the MLKing District forward?

Diversity   & 
    Inclusion

“He who is different from me does 
not impoverish me - he enriches me. 
Our unity is constituted in something 
higher than ourselves - in Man...
For no man seeks to hear his own 
echo, or to find his reflection in the 
glass.” 

- Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

Diversity is a driver of innovation. Success of the Innovation 
District depends on the inclusivity of the environment it fosters. 
If the district only allows, either intentionally or unintentionally, a 
certain type of person to thrive, then it widens existing inequalities. 
What good is the Innovation District if it only encompasses 
people  of the same backgrounds with similar thought processes?

Though diversity and inclusion can be reflected in many facets, 
this report will focus on people and business.
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Unique Arts Community
The pathway to great achievement —whether by means of 
technological innovation or a masterpiece of creative expression—
is almost never straight. Creative breakthroughs often come from 
seemingly improbable circumstances, gut-wrenching failures, and 
connections between art and science. That intersection between 
technology and arts is often elusive, but in Chattanooga, we see the 
two successfully function together as drivers of innovation.

The gigabit network has allowed artists to collaborate from 
different venues at the same time. For example, the Chattanooga 
Public Library piloted a collaborative performance between artists 
in Chattanooga and Vermont, roughly 1,000 miles away. The arts 
catalyze innovation between players across vast distances. Artists 
are innovators, though maybe not in a commercial sense. It is 
their collaboration that brings new concepts and ideas to the arts 
community and then to the broader city area as a whole.

Art is a great equalizer. Whether through theatre, music, or visual arts, it is able to bring together diverse groups of people with vastly 
different experiences and perspectives. The facade of the Edney Building is decorated with artistic depictions of what “innovation” 
means to the residents of Patten Towers, a senior and disabled housing development next door. In doing this, people in Patten Towers 
can see that the Edney is their space too. ArtsBuild hopes to harness this potential for art as an equalizer by engaging the community 
in arts education programs. Through their efforts, Chattanooga is on the path to become an arts destination, making it a more 
attractive place to visit and settle. 

People moving to Chattanooga for the entrepreneurial ecosystem are changing the city’s suit-and-tie, nine-to-five culture. The push 
for after hours activities engages more people in cultural institutions such as theatre, music, and art. By providing a third space where 
people can gather for entertainment, the arts can foster connections across disciplines and create a vibrant community to which 
people are drawn. 

The Innovation District has not yet created a high volume of job growth, but it has impacted the economy in a more subtle way–
through the people. Theatre and music are one of the few forms of entertainment that are still experienced live. In order to participate, 
you have to actually be in the room. A symbiotic relationship exists between the arts and the Innovation District, which brings in 
the talent and audience that the arts community needs. Artists have creative minds that are naturally innovative, and the Innovation 
District can leverage that creativity to enhance its livability through performances and public art. Meanwhile, artists thrive in the 
District because it provides a creative space. One metric for art prevalence is the number of  public art exhibits, including murals, 
sculptures, mosaics, and monuments, per square mile. 
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The Environment
Historical recounts of Chattanooga’s revitalization tend to begin with the 1969 declaration by the Department of Health, Education 
and Welfare that Chattanooga was “America’s Dirtiest City.”29 It was once teeming with Superfund sites, and the air would stain white 
shirts gray. Even today, Chattanooga expends more power filtering water from the Tennessee River for potable use than it does on all 
other government utilities combined. To help sanitize the city, Chattanooga is currently implementing a $250 million EPA-mandated 
dual wastewater treatment plant,30 which will replace a system that currently overflows raw sewage into the Tennessee River after a 
heavy rain. Although the city has made remarkable strides in cleaning up after its industrial past, it must go above and beyond to push 
the city towards environmental sustainability.

How does the environment play into the Innovation District? Millennials now make up one third of the American workforce,31 
and over two-thirds say they care more about the environment than their parents' generation.33 Of these millennials, 88% look for 
employers with values that reflect their own.32 If the Innovation District is to succeed, it should cater to the values of environmental 
responsibility. By ignoring sustainability, companies are missing an opportunity to broaden their scope of influence and improve 
their brand. Besides, cost savings and increased sales from green-minded customers can dovetail with a company’s profit interests. A 
program called green|light, run by the nonprofit green|spaces, grants certifications to businesses in Chattanooga that act sustainability. 
The number of green certifications within the Innovation District can be used a metric to determine corporate sustainability. 
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Experience 
   Recommendations
• Intentionality is the key. Targeted programs must be created to increase the racial and 

gender diversity within the District. Training programs should also be created to target 
people of lower socioeconomic statuses and train them to use the technology at hand. 
Furthermore, services such as child care and having interpreters can increase the diversity 
of the district immensely. 

• In terms of business diversity, the Edney should continue to be a place that holds forums 
on not only technology, but also other types of business. Socials should be held to intermix 
the two groups and build relationships. 

• Utilizing the Small Business Development Center as a satellite campus of the Innovation 
District is another way to increase the diversity of businesses within in the District.

• To double down on Chattanooga’s environmental attractiveness to young people, the city 
could build green roofs on downtown buildings and push for LEED certified structures. 

• Chattanooga should set up solar-powered waste collectors around downtown. These have 
trash compacting capabilities and recycling attached, making it easier for people to recycle.
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Conclusion
From our research, we have reached several conclusions. First, the young age of the Innovation District makes accurately measuring 
outcomes difficult. Second, there are few immediate impacts of the Innovation District that reach the larger community. Third, the 
Innovation District primarily functions to promote a high concentration of people. When we asked locals where the city is heading in 
10 years, none gave a definitive answer, but they all agreed that it would be entirely different. As a closing to our report, we offer our 
suggestions as to where the city is going and how it can be improved.

In proposing our suggestions, we recognize the depth of our analysis has limitations due to time constraints, research experience, and 
limited access to information. Overall, we see our research as a starting point for further study since the concept of an innovation 
district is still evolving. 

The young age of the Innovation District makes measuring outcomes a fruitless pursuit.  For example, measuring capital invested and capital 
returns would produce poor performance because return on venture and seed capital are measured in seven-year or longer cycles. Since we 
chose to employ “potential” metrics rather than “outcome” metrics, adaptations to our metric sets will become necessary in the future.

Another consequence of the Innovation District’s youth is that its immediate impacts are often not felt by the entire community.  It is easy 
to see its direct effects, such as economic development. What is more difficult to see, however, and what should be measured in the future, 
are the peripheral effects that the District has on the larger community. Even though EPB’s smart grid and fiber optic network have a fairly 
clear short-term impact, there are also improvements indirectly caused by the Innovation District’s success. For instance, a younger and 
more engaged, educated class that helps fund and improve the quality of local schools is a less tangible long-term impact. 

High-growth businesses and high density are two immediate benefits the Innovation District seeks to provide. While most high-growth 
businesses fail, they are essential to the livelihood of Chattanoogans. Bellhops, the District’s most successful startup, has 105 employees 
despite only launching in 2011. High density goes hand in hand with high growth, as density is what catalyzes the rate of serendipitous 
interactions that lead to innovation. The circle, while seemingly arbitrary, aims to attract creative and ambitious people who want to 
take advantage of the startup community and the resources it provides. The Edney Innovation Center, at the District’s heart, is the home 
base that connects all of the players in the Innovation District to each other. As businesses grow and people succeed and fail, they stay 
connected through the Edney, the Innovation District, and the startup community at large. 
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To read about our various escapades 
and adventures during our stay in 
Chattanooga, visit our personal blog:

           Collabanooga

Here you'll find collaborator bios, 
our Innovate Chattanooga cinematic, 
contacts, and more.

collabanooga.wordpress.com



Key Takeaways:

• Making the city more attractive to venture capital is essential to a growing Innovation District.
• Chattanooga’s “startup culture” is one of its greatest assets.
• Making a new technology or innovation pervasive requires an active or intentional approach to spread throughout the economy.
• A live-work-play environment can make the Innovation District an attractive location to a young, creative class. 
• The tech industry already suffers from a lack of diversity, so Chattanooga must be intentional about engaging the community within 

the innovative and tech sectors.
• The city must exhibit mindfulness in regard to sustainable development and smart growth. 
• The Innovation District cannot and will not stay ahead of the curve without an articulated set of goals.

Further Research: 

Our hope is that the metrics we have provided can be used as a tool for further research on Chattanooga and innovation districts across 
the country. We intend for these metrics to take a current snapshot of the Innovation District and evaluate its progress moving forward. 
Reevaluating these metrics on an annual basis will allow for trends in growth to be seen, but also help Chattanooga’s Innovation District 
become a model for others, showing what works and what does not. These metrics can operate in conjunction with preexisting analysis 
and metrics that have not yet been discovered.
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