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The Value of U.S. Downtowns and Center Cities study 
articulates the unique and significant impact that downtowns 
and urban districts provide to their respective cities and 
regions. The study demonstrates the varied contributions and 
multiple benefits that investing in these districts brings to a 
broad range of audiences and stakeholders. The study also 
benchmarks the performance of U.S. downtowns and creates 
a baseline for future data collection and comparisons to other 
downtowns. 

The study identified five key principles— economy, inclusion, 
vibrancy, identity, and resilience—and analyzed more than 
150 key metrics within the principles to quantify the value 
of a given U.S. downtown. The study relied on public and 
proprietary data sources as well as data collection by the 
partner urban place management organization (UPMO), 
defining the district beyond the boundaries of the UPMO. 
Metrics were calculated by change over time, by square 
mile, and by share of city and regional value, allowing IDA to 
measure each downtown against its respective city and region.

54 UPMOs across the U.S. have participated in the study as 
of 2024, an increasingly broad and varied sample that reflects 
urban districts of all types in a wide range of cities and in every 
region of the country. 2024 study districts were Chicago Loop, 
downtown Colorado Springs, downtown Dallas, downtown 
Hartford, downtown New Orleans, and University Circle, 
Cleveland. Our analysis of seven years of studies shine a light 
on how crucial a healthy downtown is, not only to those who 
live and work there, but to the success of the entire city. 

As downtowns continue to grapple with lasting changes left 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, such as plateauing return-to-
office rates and heightened public perception of safety issues, 
these findings affirm that downtowns are no less critical or 
important to their respective cities than they have ever been. 
While geographically small, with a median area encompassing 
of just 2.2% of all citywide land, downtowns remain immensely 
valuable, diverse, efficient, inclusive, and resilient hearts of 
their communities.

Economy: The small geographic area of downtown delivers 
an outsized economic impact for the city and region. 
Due to agglomeration effects, density of development 
and concentration of commercial activities, downtowns 
typically have the most valuable land in a city and remain an 
indispensable keystone of the regional economy. The average 
downtown contains 24% – nearly a quarter – of the city’s jobs 
and 12% of the city’s assessed value. This makes a healthy 
downtown a critical engine for municipal budgets, generating 
the revenue that funds services across all corners of the 
jurisdiction.

As of 2021, the most recent year of LEHD data, most 
downtowns had not yet recovered to their pre-COVID job 
totals. Only 12 of 54 study areas had 2021 job counts equal 
to or higher than 2019. The median downtown lost 5% of 
primary jobs between 2019 and 2021, with the hardest hit 
study areas being those most heavily focused on tourism and 
hospitality, sectors that were disproportionately impacted by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Inclusion: Downtowns and urban districts, with their numerous 
attractions and opportunities, have the ability to welcome and 
bring together diverse residents, visitors, and workers from all 
backgrounds and walks of life. Downtown residents tend to be 
younger, racially diverse, and well-educated: study downtowns 
averaged 46% of residents between the ages of 18 and 34, 
downtown residents are 46% non-White on average compared 
to just 25% nationally, and 53% have at least a bachelor’s 
degree, compared to 34% nationally. However, downtowns are 
generally less racially diverse than their host city overall.

Rising rents, which are a serious national issue, are of particular 
concern to center city communities, where 81% of households 
rent their home, compared to just 35% nationally. With 
the resurgence in the popularity of downtown living came 
staggering rent increases driven by both increased demand 
for downtown housing, and the construction of new, more 
expensive units. Study area rents grew by 84% on average 
from 2010 to 2022, with several study areas seeing rents go 
up by 200% or more. By comparison, the median study city 
saw rents rise significantly less, only 55%, over that same time 
period.
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Vibrancy: The dense, walkable environment of downtowns has 
traditionally made them regional epicenters of culture and 
innovation, and in turn this has drawn a growing number of 
residents to downtown. The average downtown population 
grew by 23% between 2010 and 2022, more than tripling the 
average study city growth rate of 7%. This trend of residential 
growth downtown has continued almost unabated since the 
COVID-19 pandemic, with a median growth rate of 1.7% per 
year between 2019 and 2022 in the study downtowns. This 
signals rapid progress in a long-standing trend of downtowns 
shifting from strictly 9-to-5 central business districts to vibrant 
neighborhoods of their city. 

Urban districts are also hotspots for nightlife, entertainment, 
and shopping – the “play” in live, work, and play – and as 
such they are also concentrators of retail and restaurant 
establishments. Study districts had a median of 9% of city-
wide sales in these areas, significantly higher than their 2% 
median share of city land area.

Identity: Downtowns are the repositories of many histories 
– they have long been central to urban life and brought 
together diverse people and cultures, and as a result are home 
to not just work and recreation, but historical and cultural 
assets as well. On average, study downtowns contained 30 
structures on the National Register of Historic Places, 52 public 
art installations, 8 museums and 17 live entertainment venues, 
all packed into an average study area of just 2.5 square miles. 
These cultural, recreational, and entertainment assets are not 
just central to the identity of the city and region – but serve as 
key downtown visitation magnets and anchors for downtown.

Resilience: A combination of diversity, density of resources and 
services, and a mixed-use walkable environment connected 
by a network of mobility options makes downtown a resilient 
place. Downtown living encourages an environmentally 
sustainable lifestyle, and across the board downtowns rate 
significantly higher in Walk Score (86 downtown, 49 city), 
Bike Score (76 downtown, 53 city), and Transit Score (60 
downtown vs 34 city) than the city. While downtowns are 
continuing to adapt to the new realities of hybrid work after 
decades of focus on an office commuter clientele, the diversity 
and density of resources and services downtown make it 
inherently better able to rebound from economic, social, and 
environmental shocks and stresses than other parts of the 
region. 

Downtown Typologies: Each downtown in the study has its 
own unique context and is at different stages of development. 
IDA classifies downtowns into three tiers based on citywide 
share of and average growth in employment, density, 
population, and assessed value. The charts on the next page 
show different trends across all five principles in each tier.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR DOWNTOWNS

Residential Growth: Plateauing return-to-office rates indicate 
that hybrid work is the new normal in many industries that 
have traditionally been found in urban districts, posing a 
significant challenge in downtowns where decades of land 
use planning and development focused on commercial space 
and concentrating office workers. While downtowns have 
significantly outpaced their cities in residential population 
growth over recent decades, significant additional residential 
growth will be needed to bolster downtown vibrancy and 
reimagine downtowns. Adaptive reuse of office buildings, 
especially office-to-residential conversion, is an enticing 
opportunity to address two problems with the same solution, 
by reducing excess office inventory and adding new housing 
units in a single stroke. However, conversion should not be 
considered a panacea, as many of the oldest office properties 
which have the highest vacancy rates and command the 
lowest commercial rents are also physically unsuitable 
for a direct conversion and will require more traditional 
redevelopment. Additionally, increasing the supply of housing 
units in downtown to meet the high demand for downtown 
living could help blunt the steep increases in downtown rents, 
supporting socio-economic diversity in the region’s economic 
and cultural heart.

Placemaking and Visitation: In addition to growing the 
number of downtown residents, recovering pre-COVID 
visitation numbers and growing beyond that level will help 
bolster downtown businesses and street life. Placemaking 
and events have long been central to the work of UPMOs, 
and downtowns are already home to a strong concentration 
of cultural and entertainment assets that draw significant 
visitation. Capitalizing on these assets, and creating a district 
which is clean, safe, and most importantly fun will be key 
to recovering and growing district visitation numbers. The 
fundamental work of UPMOs has never been more important 
to keeping their neighborhoods fun and vibrant and 
supporting local business.

http://downtown.org
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Based on the data collected for the Value of U.S. Downtowns 
and Center Cities study, IDA identified three tiers of 
downtowns. Criteria included rate of growth and citywide share 
of residents and jobs; density of residents and jobs; assessed 
value per square mile. Downtowns with the greatest density and 
share of citywide resources made up the established tier. Other 
downtowns fell into growing or emerging tiers based on how 
quickly they were moving toward the established level.

Generally, as a downtown moves from emerging to growing 
to established, figures across all categories rise. For example, 
established downtowns boast higher assessed values, generate 
a higher proportion of city tax revenues, and house a higher 
percentage of city residents and jobs.

Growing downtowns buck this generalization on growth 
metrics, with a population growth rate almost double and 
a job growth rate roughly five times the average downtown 
since 2010. Most growing downtowns start from a smaller base 
of population and employment as they transition away from 
emerging status, making growth percentages look especially 
dramatic.

Emerging downtowns could be termed as those with the 
most potential; they have yet to accumulate the density of 
established downtowns or enter the rapid growth of growing 
downtowns. While most emerging downtowns were growing 
their employment bases steadily before the COVID-19 
pandemic, with an average of 5% employment growth from 
2015 to 2019, they were also the hardest hit of the three tiers, 
averaging -8% job growth from 2019 to 2021. However, many 
emerging districts may be primed for a strong comeback, 
though they tend to have a smaller number of residents, they 
also have greater development opportunities and could more 
easily see changes to their incumbent land use compared to 
established downtowns with their premium land prices and 
dense development.

For mobility, established downtowns offer the most options, 
scoring the highest on Walk, Transit, and Bike scores, and half 
of residents used a sustainable mode to commute. Growing 
and emerging downtowns performed similarly on these metrics. 
While growing and emerging downtowns outpace their cities 
on mobility metrics, continued improvement in these areas will 
make these areas even stronger centers of activity.
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Note: Hotel figures exclude San Antonio and New Orleans, which are outliers among emerging downtowns.
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