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FROM CLOSURE TO CLUSTER: ANCHORING 
INNOVATION AFTER ECONOMIC DISRUPTION 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Economic disruption is often viewed through the lens of loss—closed factories, shuttered 
campuses, abandoned corporate headquarters, military base closures, or communities recovering 
from natural disasters. Yet across the United States, many of these moments have become 
catalysts for economic reinvention. This white paper examines how 
research parks, innovation districts, and technology-based economic 
development initiatives have transformed distressed assets into 
engines of growth, innovation, and regional resilience. 

Drawing on examples from across the country—including Kendall 
Square in Massachusetts, the University of Delaware STAR Campus, 
Pegasus Park in Dallas, Nebraska Innovation Campus, Port San 
Antonio, and numerous former industrial, retail, academic, and 
federal sites—this paper demonstrates a consistent pattern: when 
institutional leadership, strategic partnerships, and innovation 
assets align, disruption can create the conditions for long-term 
economic transformation. 

This paper also explores the evolving role of economic 
development professionals. Increasingly, success depends 
not only on attracting businesses, but on serving as stewards 
of complex regional systems that integrate universities, industry, government, workforce 
development, housing, and community stakeholders. Research parks and innovation districts 
exemplify this systems-based approach by connecting talent, capital, research, and place-based 
assets to create sustainable innovation ecosystems. 

As the International Economic Development Council (IEDC) celebrates its centennial and 
the Association of University Research Parks (AURP) marks 40 years of advancing innovation 
communities, this paper highlights the critical lessons learned from decades of economic 
reinvention. The evidence suggests that many of America’s most successful innovation hubs 
emerged not during periods of stability, but in response to disruption. Looking ahead, the 
ability to repurpose assets, foster collaboration, sustain research investment, and build resilient 
innovation ecosystems will be essential to helping regions navigate future economic challenges 
and opportunities. 

With milestone 
anniversaries for 
AURP and IEDC, this 
paper highlights 
the critical lessons 
discovered 
from decades 
of economic 
reinvention.
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This paper examines the history of economic rebirth after corporate, federal, academic, and 
environmental shocks through the lens of research parks and innovation districts. These place-
based ecosystems illustrate how moments of disruption—often perceived as decline—can 
instead serve as catalysts for long-term transformation. 

The timing of this reflection is particularly appropriate. In September 2026, AURP will convene its 
International Conference at Pegasus Park in Dallas, a site that has been reimagined as a thriving 
biotechnology and technology hub following ExxonMobil’s departure, enabled by philanthropic 
investment and regional leadership. One month later, IEDC will host its annual conference in 
New Orleans, a city whose recovery from Hurricane Katrina exemplifies resilience through the 
development of research and innovation assets. 

As the United States celebrates its 250th anniversary, these examples underscore a broader 
lesson: the redevelopment of rural, suburban, and urban areas through knowledge-based 
clusters offers a durable framework for regions confronting future economic disruption. 

 
 
ECONOMIC DISRUPTION AS A CATALYST  
FOR TRANSFORMATION 

Economic disruption is often framed in terms of loss—plant 
closures, institutional failures, and abandoned land. However, 
across the United States, such moments have repeatedly created 
opportunities for reinvention. Universities, municipalities, 
and regional stakeholders have leveraged disruption to seed 
research parks and innovation districts that anchor new 
economic futures. 

Importantly, these developments are not solely the result of 
long-term strategic planning. Rather, they frequently emerge 
through adaptive responses to sudden dislocation. In an 
era marked by corporate restructuring, higher education 
contraction, and federal realignment, understanding these adaptive pathways is increasingly 
critical for regional leaders. 

A notable example occurred in 2008, when the Chrysler assembly plant adjacent to the 
University of Delaware closed due to declining demand for its SUV models. While the closure 
could have symbolized industrial decline, it instead accelerated the region’s transition toward a 
knowledge-based economy centered on the University of Delaware STAR (Science, Technology 
and Advanced Research) Campus located on the previous assembly location. Over time, the site 

Economic disruption is 
often framed in terms 
of loss... However, 
across the United 
States, such moments 
have repeatedly 
created opportunities 
for reinvention.
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evolved from automobile manufacturing to a hub for advanced research, financial technology, 
and biopharmaceutical production. 

A similar transformation unfolded decades earlier in Cambridge, Massachusetts. In 1969, 
the federal government abruptly closed the NASA Electronics Research Center near the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, leaving behind partially completed facilities and a largely 
vacant landscape. Initially derided as “Nowhere Square,” the area became Kendall Square—now 
widely recognized as one of the world’s leading innovation districts and marketed as ‘the most 
innovative square mile in the world.’ By the early 2000s, global firms and university spinouts had 
transformed the site into a dense cluster of biotechnology and technology enterprises, reshaping 
both the regional and national economy. 

These transformations reflect a broader evolution in the practice of economic development 
itself. Traditionally centered on firm attraction and transactional dealmaking, the field now 
extends far beyond individual projects. Practitioners are increasingly engaged in issues such 
as childcare availability, workforce development, housing supply, and broader community 
conditions that shape regional competitiveness. 

This shift aligns with a growing recognition that economic development is not solely about 
discrete wins but about stewarding interconnected systems. Research from IEDC’s 2025 
State of the Field survey finds that practitioners are moving toward roles focused on network 
coordination, incentive alignment, and long-term systems management. More than 61 percent 
of respondents report that building and maintaining partnerships is now central to their work. 
(See appendix for full report.) Systems stewardship moves beyond dealmaking to guide and 
strengthen interconnected economic networks over time. Economic developers serve as 
impartial facilitators, aligning diverse stakeholders, partnerships, networks, regional systems 
and resources to achieve drive shared prosperity. In many ways, the role is becoming less about 
closing one deal and more about building an environment where many deals can happen. 
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deal and more about building an environment where many deals can happen. 

 

Purpose-Built Innovation Ecosystems 

Not all innovation districts originate in disruption. Some are the products of deliberate, forward-
looking strategies. Stanford University, for example, pioneered the research park model in the 
1950s by leasing land to private industry, thereby fostering sustained collaboration between 
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In 1969, the NASA building, One Broadway  
(then under construction).

Kendall Square present day, courtesy of Design 
Distill, Weiss/Manfredi
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PURPOSE-BUILT INNOVATION ECOSYSTEMS 

Not all innovation districts originate in disruption. Some are the products of deliberate, forward-
looking strategies. Stanford University, for example, pioneered the research park model in the 
1950s by leasing land to private industry, thereby fostering sustained collaboration between 
academia and business. Similarly, Research Triangle Park of North Carolina emerged from 
a coordinated effort to address regional brain drain by transforming agricultural land into a 
center for scientific research and technological development. 

academia and business. Similarly, Research Triangle Park of North Carolina emerged from a 
coordinated effort to address regional brain drain by transforming agricultural land into a center 
for scientific research and technological development. 

 

Stanford Research Park (originally Stanford Industrial Park) 

The Stanford Research Park established a global model for place-based innovation copied across 
the globe. Over time, U.S. universities such as the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign and 
the Georgia Institute of Technology expanded on this approach by developing research parks and 
innovation districts in adjacent land that integrate academic research, private enterprise, and 
public investment. 

Collectively, AURP estimates that its member organizations support approximately 2.5 million 
jobs and contribute $33 billion in annual tax revenue across North America. (See appendix for 
full report.) 

Integrating Traditional and Emerging Approaches 

These examples underscore that economic growth remains essential—but the parameters of 
success are changing. Increasingly, attention is directed not only to the pace of growth, but to 
how it is achieved, who benefits, and whether resulting systems are resilient over time. 

As a result, regions must integrate traditional economic development tools—such as business 
attraction and infrastructure investment—with newer approaches that emphasize coordination 
across sectors, data-informed decision making, and explicit consideration of equity and long-
term sustainability. 

Stanford Research Park (originally Stanford Industrial Park), seen from above.  

The Stanford Research Park established a global model for place-based innovation emulated 
across the globe. Over time, U.S. universities such as the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign 
and the Georgia Institute of Technology expanded on this approach 
by developing research parks and innovation districts in adjacent 
land that integrate academic research, private enterprise, and 
public investment. 

Collectively, AURP estimates that its member organizations 
support approximately 2.5 million jobs and contribute $33 billion 
in annual tax revenue across North America. (See appendix for 
full report.) 

AURP members  
in North America:

SUPPORT 2.5M jobs

CONTRIBUTE 
$33B federal tax revenue
$300B GDP

http://www.aurp.org
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INTEGRATING TRADITIONAL AND EMERGING APPROACHES 

These examples underscore that economic growth remains essential—but the parameters of 
success are changing. Increasingly, attention is directed not only to the pace of growth, but to 
how it is achieved, who benefits, and whether resulting systems are resilient over time. 

As a result, regions must integrate traditional economic 
development tools—such as business attraction and infrastructure 
investment—with newer approaches that emphasize coordination 
across sectors, data-informed decision making, and explicit 
consideration of equity and long-term sustainability. 

Yet even as these planned ecosystems demonstrate the power 
of intentional design, they coexist with a parallel—and often 
underexamined—pattern: innovation ecosystems that emerge from 
the repurposing of distressed or obsolete assets. 

 
 
REPURPOSING RETAIL AND COMMERCIAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

One prominent pathway for such transformation is the redevelopment 
of declining retail spaces. In Scottsdale, Arizona, the former Los Arcos 
Mall—once a major regional shopping destination—fell into disuse in 
the late 1990s. A partnership among Arizona State University, the City 
of Scottsdale, and private developers subsequently transformed the 
site into SkySong, the ASU Scottsdale Innovation Center. Since its 
inception in 2005, SkySong has evolved into a major economic engine, 
hosting a diverse mix of startups and established firms. 

A more recent example can be found in Los Angeles, where the 
University of California, Los Angeles is converting the former Westside 
Pavilion into the UCLA Research Park. This adaptive reuse project 
illustrates how even culturally significant but economically declining 
properties can be repositioned to support advanced research in fields 
such as immunology and quantum science. 

Regions must 
integrate traditional 
economic 
development 
tools... and newer 
approaches...
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REPURPOSING CORPORATE AND INDUSTRIAL SITES 

Beyond retail redevelopment, the transformation of former corporate 
and industrial sites has become a critical pathway for innovation-
led regional growth. These large-scale properties—often equipped 
with substantial infrastructure—offer unique opportunities for rapid 
repositioning into research and technology hubs. 

 
IBM 
In Tucson, Arizona, the downsizing of IBM manufacturing operations 
contributed to a shift toward innovation-led development, 
exemplified by University of Arizona acquiring the site from IBM and 
creating University of Arizona Tech Park, home to AURP’s main 
office and one of the nation’s leading research parks. The University 
of Arizona transformed other areas around its main campus into 
tech parks, forming Tech Parks Arizona. 

A similar trajectory can be observed in Northern Virginia, where the 
departure of IBM contributed indirectly to the emergence of the 
Nexus234 Innovation District. Through collaboration among George 
Mason University, local governments, and private sector partners, the 
site has evolved into a growing technology cluster. The subsequent 
acquisition of nearby facilities by Micron after IBM moved from the 
area underscores how such redeveloped assets can quickly align 
with national priorities, including semiconductor manufacturing and 
supply chain resilience. 

 
ExxonMobil 
The redevelopment of former ExxonMobil campuses further illustrates 
this trend. In Fairfax, Virginia, a 117-acre corporate site was transformed 
into the Inova Center for Personalized Health, now a leading 
destination for genomics and translational medicine. The campus also 
supports academic programming and research partnerships from 
the University of Virginia and George Mason University, reinforcing the 
integration of healthcare innovation and higher education. 

In Dallas, Texas, the former ExxonMobil complex has been reimagined 
as Pegasus Park, a mixed-use innovation campus anchored in life 
sciences research. Notably, the development incorporates both 
commercial laboratory space and a dedicated social impact hub, 

http://www.aurp.org
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demonstrating how innovation districts can integrate economic development with broader 
community objectives fostered by local philanthropy. 

Industrial site reuse has also played a significant role in regions 
historically dependent on manufacturing. In West Virginia, the 
former Union Carbide facility was repurposed into the West Virginia 
Regional Technology Park, providing ready-to-use laboratories 
and industrial infrastructure. Similarly, the closure of a major 
biomanufacturing plant in Morgantown created an opportunity for 
West Virginia University to develop a new life sciences incubator, 
reinforcing the state’s emerging biotechnology ecosystem. 

Collectively, these examples highlight a consistent pattern: when aligned with institutional 
leadership and regional strategy, the repurposing of corporate and industrial assets can 
accelerate the development of innovation ecosystems. 

 
 
OTHER TRANSFORMATIONS GROUNDED IN ECONOMIC 
DISRUPTION OR CLOSURES 

 
State and County Fair Grounds  
Reimagined 

In Lincoln, Nebraska, the relocation of the state fairgrounds opened 
a rare expanse of land adjacent to the University of Nebraska–
Lincoln. Rather than preserving the site as a relic of tradition, state 
leaders enabled its transformation into the Nebraska Innovation 
Campus, a mixed-use research environment designed to connect 
university research with private enterprises. The decision to uproot 
a longstanding cultural institution reflected broader recognition: 
economic resilience often requires reimagining legacy assets.  

In Ohio, the movement of the Montgomery County Fairgrounds from 
its downtown location in Dayton allowed the University of Dayton to 
proceed with onMain, a partnership with the city and county to create 
a robust center for university research, innovation, and community 
outreach. 

http://www.aurp.org
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Academic Expansion: Former state hospital  
and university airport in North Carolina 

The land that now makes up NC State University’s Centennial 
Campus—one of the leading research parks in the country—was 
originally part of the state-owned mental health facility. 

In 1984, North Carolina Governor James B. Hunt Jr., authorized the 
transfer of an initial 355-acre parcel to NC State. Over the following 
years, additional acreage was transferred, allowing the university to 
transform the former hospital grounds and surrounding farmland into 
the sprawling, technology-focused research, and academic campus it 
is today.  

Nearby in Chapel Hill, the University of North Carolina is in the 
process of developing its historic airport located two miles north of 
the campus into new research and mixed-use campus known as 
Carolina North. This is the University’s largest campus expansion 
since its founding, and is a generational investment in its academic 
mission, public impact, and shared future with the town of Chapel Hill.  

Federal Military Base Realignment  
and the Emergence of Innovation Clusters 

Federal policy has also played a pivotal role in shaping the geography of innovation. The Base 
Realignment and Closure (BRAC) process, originally designed to improve military efficiency, 
has increasingly served as a catalyst for regional economic transformation. Although base 

closures often generate short-term economic disruption, they also 
create large, strategically located sites suitable for redevelopment. 

Following closure, these properties are typically transferred to Local 
Redevelopment Authorities, which oversee their conversion to civilian 
use. In many cases, this process has led to the emergence of innovation 
clusters that integrate academic research, private enterprise, and public 
investment. 

One prominent example is the Children’s 
National Research & Innovation Campus in 
Washington, D.C., developed on the former 
Walter Reed Army Medical Center site. This 

redevelopment has transformed a historic federal installation into a 
global hub for pediatric research, supported by partnerships among 
universities, industry, and government agencies. 

Base closures 
also create large, 
strategically 
located sites 
suitable for 
redevelopment.
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In New Jersey, Ft. Monmouth closed in 2011 and through the efforts of Ft. Monmouth Economic 
Revitalization Authority over 80% of the current base is in development with new housing and 
tech businesses including construction of a $1 billion state-of-the-art 
film production facility by Netflix, which broke ground in 2025. 

Similarly, Port San Antonio in Texas—once Kelly Air Force Base—has 
evolved into a major technology and cybersecurity hub. Today, the 
site hosts a diverse mix of corporate tenants, educational institutions, 
and military operations, employing more individuals than the original 
base. This transition demonstrates how redevelopment can not 
only replace lost jobs but also reposition regional economies toward 
higher-value sectors. 

More broadly, former BRAC sites have proven particularly well-suited for innovation districts due 
to their scale, infrastructure, and proximity to existing urban systems. As such, they exemplify 
how federal realignment can unintentionally create the conditions necessary for long-term 
economic reinvention. 

 
Recovery and Reinvention  
After Natural Disaster 

Natural disasters represent another form of disruption that can catalyze 
institutional transformation. Hurricane Katrina, which struck the Gulf 
Coast in 2005, caused extensive damage to universities in New Orleans, 
including the University of New Orleans (UNO) and Tulane University. 
Beyond the immediate physical destruction, the storm fundamentally 
altered research priorities and institutional strategies. 

Both universities ultimately leveraged disaster as an opportunity to 
redefine their roles in addressing global challenges. Investments 
in coastal restoration, climate resilience, and disaster management 
transformed the region into a leading center for applied environmental research. In this context, 
New Orleans has emerged as a “living laboratory” for climate adaptation, demonstrating how 
crisis can drive long-term innovation. 

New Orleans has 
emerged as a 
“living laboratory” 
...demonstrating 
how crisis can 
drive long-term 
innovation

 

 

Firm-Level Failure as a Catalyst for Growth 

While large-scale redevelopment often attracts the most attention, smaller-scale firm closures can 
also generate significant opportunities. At the University of Maryland’s Discovery District, the 
failure of a startup focused on flexible battery technology created an unexpected opening for 
another emerging company: IONQ This research space was located adjacent to the UMD campus 
where the IONQ quantum technology was developed along with the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology (NIST) campus, also in Maryland. 

The availability of specialized research space at a critical stage of growth allowed IONQ to 
establish and expand its quantum tech operations. The company has since achieved global 
prominence and continues to scale its presence in the region, nationally and globally. This 
example underscores how localized disruptions can influence the trajectory of high-growth firms 
and, by extension, regional and national innovation ecosystems. 

                                           

 

Emerging Challenges: Institutional Closures and Federal Restructuring 

The pattern of transformation through disruption continues in the present day. The closure of 
higher education institutions raises complex questions about land use, talent retention, and 
regional economic resilience. 

For example, the planned closure of Hampshire College in Massachusetts highlights both the 
risks and opportunities associated with institutional decline. Located within a dense network of 
higher education institutions, the site represents not only a loss but also a potential asset for 
regional redevelopment. Repurposing such campuses as innovation hubs could help retain talent 
and stimulate new economic activity. 

The Beach at UNO, owned by the UNO Research & Technology Foundation.
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Firm-Level Failure as a Catalyst for Growth 
While large-scale redevelopment often attracts the most attention, 
smaller-scale firm closures can also generate significant opportunities. 
At the University of Maryland’s Discovery District, the failure of a 
startup focused on flexible battery technology created an unexpected 
opening for another emerging company: IonQ. This research space 
was located adjacent to the UMD campus where the IonQ quantum 
technology was developed along with the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology (NIST) campus, also in Maryland. 

The availability of specialized research space at a critical stage of growth allowed IonQ to establish 
and expand its quantum tech operations. The company has since achieved global prominence 
and continues to scale its presence in the region, nation, and globe. This example underscores 
how localized disruptions can influence the trajectory of high-growth firms and, by extension, 
regional and national innovation ecosystems. 

 
 
EMERGING CHALLENGES:  
INSTITUTIONAL CLOSURES AND FEDERAL RESTRUCTURING 

The pattern of transformation through disruption continues in the present day. The closure of 
higher education institutions raises complex questions about land use, talent retention, and 
regional economic resilience. 

For example, the planned closure of Hampshire College in 
Massachusetts highlights both the risks and opportunities associated 
with institutional decline. Located within a dense network of higher 
education institutions, the site represents not only a loss but also 
a potential asset for regional redevelopment. Repurposing such 
campuses as innovation hubs could help retain talent and stimulate 
new economic activity. 

Similar dynamics are emerging at the secondary education level. In 
Baltimore, Morgan State University’s acquisition of a nearby closed 
high school illustrates how underutilized educational infrastructure 
can be repositioned to support research, workforce development, and 
community engagement. 

At the federal level, potential realignments—including reductions in agency footprints in the 
District of Columbia and the possible closure of major research facilities—introduce additional 

Repurposing 
campuses as 
innovation 
hubs could help 
retain talent and 
stimulate new 
economic activity.
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uncertainty. For example, the closure of the USDA Beltsville Agricultural Research Center 
in Maryland was announced. As past examples suggest, these disruptions may also create 
opportunities for place-based innovation strategies if approached proactively. 

 
 
TENSIONS BETWEEN EVOLVING ROLES  
AND LEGACY STRUCTURES 

As the scope of economic development expands, practitioners face growing tension between 
new expectations and existing institutional frameworks. While leaders increasingly recognize 
the need to address systemic challenges such as talent pipelines, housing, and inclusive growth, 
they often operate within performance systems designed to measure short-term outputs—such 
as deals closed or jobs announced—rather than long-term system improvements. 

This tension is particularly evident in shared prosperity. Many organizations report increased 
engagement with diverse communities and a stronger focus on equitable growth. However, 
fewer than one-third consistently collect the data needed to assess disparities or track equity 
outcomes. Without practical and credible measurement frameworks, the field risks falling short 
of its broader ambitions. 

 
 
ECONOMIC COSTS OF CUTTING  
FEDERAL R&D 

Many of the economic pivots discussed above leveraged federal research 
and development (R&D) spending, whether based on university R&D, 
Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) funding or funding from 
the U.S. National Science Foundation, the U.S Economic Development 
Administration or other federal agencies to support the new uses 
of distressed areas. But the outlook for continued R&D funding is 
extremely troubling. 

A new report from the Information Technology and Innovation 
Foundation (ITIF) warns that slashing federal R&D spending could 
deal a severe blow to the United States’ economy. According to the ITIF’s analysis, cutting federal 
investments in R&D by 20% in FY26 (a $40 billion reduction from FY25) and then maintaining 
those cuts for 10 years would reduce the U.S. GDP by $717 billion. 

...slashing federal 
R&D spending 
could deal a 
severe blow to 
the United States’ 
economy.

http://www.aurp.org
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THE ROLE OF NATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS  
AND COLLABORATIVE NETWORKS 

Public-private partnerships (P3s) further enhance these efforts by enabling institutions to 
develop infrastructure and research facilities without assuming full financial risk. Through 
such collaborations, universities and private-sector partners can jointly advance innovation 
while addressing resource constraints. National meetings of university and P3 providers occur 
annually. P3 EDU at Ga Tech and P3 Higher Education Summit in San Diego are two examples 
of national convenings. 

National organizations also play a critical role in supporting place-
based innovation by providing connective tissue between research, 
policy, and practice. Organizations such as APLU, AUTM, CSBA, FLC, 
InBIA, NACRO, SSTI, UEDA, and UIDP facilitate the translation of 
research into commercial applications, standardize partnerships, 
and support regional economic development efforts. 

These entities contribute to innovation in ecosystems in several 
keyways. 

•	 First, they enable the commercialization of research by 
connecting universities and federal laboratories with industry 
partners.

•	 Second, they provide frameworks and best practices that reduce collaboration barriers. 

•	 Third, they support regional leaders through technical assistance, professional development, 
and access to national networks. 

•	 Finally, they provide a deeper voice for universities, technology transfer, and research and 
development in federal policy conversations. 

Here is a summary of how these key organizations contribute to this ecosystem: 

 
Key National Academic and Tech Support Organizations 

APLU (Association of Public and Land Grant Universities): Commission on 
Economic and Community Engagement: CECE convenes senior university 
economic development and community engagement administrations, 
presidents and chancellors, provosts, senior research officers, Cooperative 
Extension leaders, communications and government affairs administrators who 
plan and execute maintain responsibility for their institution’s work in economic 
development and public engagement. aplu.org

P3s enhance these 
efforts by enabling 
institutions to develop 
infrastructure and 
research facilities 
without assuming  
full financial risk.

• APLU (Association of Public and Land Grant Universities) Commission on 
Economic and Community Engagement: CECE convenes senior university economic 
development and community engagement administrations, presidents and chancellors, 
provosts, senior research officers, Cooperative Extension leaders, communications and 
government affairs administrators who plan and execute maintain responsibility for their 
institution’s work in economic development and public engagement. 
https://www.aplu.org/economic-and-community-engagement/ 

 

 

Collaborative Strategies for Building Innovation Communities 

Effective innovation ecosystems rely on coordinated strategies that align stakeholders across 
sectors. Regional technology hubs, public-private consortia, and targeted federal investments all 
play a role in fostering these environments. The federal investment in particular is at risk. 

Increasingly, there is also a focus on expanding participation in innovation economies. National 
initiatives emphasize the inclusion of historically underrepresented regions and institutions, 
including HBCUs, rural communities, and under-resourced communities. By broadening access 
to resources and opportunities, these efforts aim to create a more equitable and resilient national 
innovation landscape. 

 

Conclusion 

What unites these diverse cases is not geography or industry, but timing and opportunity. 
Research parks and innovation districts often emerge when land, leadership, and necessity 
converge. Economic disruptions—whether caused by corporate restructuring, federal 
realignment, natural disaster, or institutional closure—create sudden availability of space and 
political will. 

The profession of economic development is already evolving in real time. Practitioners are 
redefining their roles in response to new pressures and expectations, often without corresponding 
changes in institutional structures or measurement systems. 

While traditional economic development narratives emphasize long-term planning and visionary 
leadership, the evidence presented here suggests a more contingent reality. Many of today’s most 
successful innovation ecosystems were not the product of stability, but of disruption. 
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AUTM: Focuses on educating and supporting technology transfer professionals. 
With over 3,000 members, it facilitates the development of academic research 
into commercial products globally. autm.net

BIO Council of State Bio Associations: A confederation of state-based 
nonprofit trade organizations to promote public understanding and to 
advocate for public policies that support responsible development of the bio 
science industry. bio.org/csba 

FLC (Federal Laboratory Consortium): A nationwide network of over 
300 federal labs that focuses on commercializing federal technologies by 
connecting labs with local innovation districts and resources. federallabs.org 

InBIA (International Business Innovation Association): Empowers 
entrepreneur support organizations by creating an impactful community 
through comprehensive resources, training, and thought leadership. inbia.org

NACRO (Network for Academic Corporate Relations Officers): Provides 
professional development for those tasked with managing corporate-university 
partnerships. nacro.org

SSTI (State Science and Technology Institute): Since 1996, SSTI has shared 
lessons learned from a nationwide network of practitioners and policymakers. 
Dedicated to creating a better future through science, technology, innovation, 
and entrepreneurship. SSTI research covers performance standards, identifies 
best practices, analyzes trends and policies, and fosters connections and 
cooperation among public, private, and nonprofit organizations that encourage 
prosperity. ssti.org 

UEDA (University Economic Development Association): Connects higher 
education institutions with the private sector to leverage university assets for 
regional economic growth. universityeda.org

UIDP: Acts as a solutions-oriented forum for university and industry members 
to address issues impacting their partnerships and to develop new collaborative 
approaches, such as specialized programming for HBCUs. uidp.org

addressing resource constraints. National meetings of university and P3 providers occur 
annually. P3 EDU at Ga Tech https://p3edu.com/  and P3 Higher Education Summit in San Diego 
https://www.p3highereducation.com/ are two examples of national convenings. 

National organizations also play a critical role in supporting place-based innovation by providing 
connective tissue between research, policy, and practice. Organizations such as SSTI, AUTM, 
InBIA, UEDA, UIDP, NACRO, APLU, Council of State Bio Associations and the Federal 
Laboratory Consortium facilitate the translation of research into commercial applications, 
standardize partnerships, and support regional economic development efforts. 

These entities contribute to innovation in ecosystems in several keyways. First, they enable the 
commercialization of research by connecting universities and federal laboratories with industry 
partners. Second, they provide frameworks and best practices that reduce collaboration barriers. 
Third, they support regional leaders through technical assistance, professional development, and 
access to national networks. Finally, they provide a deeper voice for universities, technology 
transfer, and research and development in federal policy conversations. 

Here is a summary of how these key organizations contribute to this ecosystem: 

Key National Academic and Tech Support Organizations 

• SSTI: Since 1996, SSTI has shared lessons learned from a nationwide network of 
practitioners and policymakers. dedicated to creating a better future through science, 
technology, innovation, and entrepreneurship. SSTI research covers performance 
standards, identifies best practices, analyzes trends and policies, and fosters connections 
and cooperation among public, private, and nonprofit organizations that encourage 
prosperity. https://ssti.org/ 
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COLLABORATIVE STRATEGIES FOR  
BUILDING INNOVATION COMMUNITIES 

Effective innovation ecosystems rely on coordinated strategies that align stakeholders across 
sectors. Regional technology hubs, public-private consortia, and targeted federal investments 
all play a role in fostering these environments. The federal investment in particular is at risk. 

Increasingly, there is also a focus on expanding participation in innovation economies. National 
initiatives emphasize the inclusion of historically underrepresented regions and institutions, 
including Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), rural communities, and under-
resourced communities. By broadening access to resources and opportunities, these efforts aim 
to create a more equitable and resilient national innovation landscape. 

 
 
CONCLUSION 

What unites these diverse cases is not geography or industry, 
but timing and opportunity. Research parks and innovation 
districts often emerge when land, leadership, and necessity 
converge. Economic disruptions—whether caused by corporate 
restructuring, federal realignment, natural disaster, or institutional 
closure—create sudden availability of space and political will. 

The profession of economic development is already evolving in 
real time. Practitioners are redefining their roles in response to new pressures and expectations, 
often without corresponding changes in institutional structures or measurement systems. 

While traditional economic development narratives emphasize long-term planning and visionary 
leadership, the evidence presented here suggests a more contingent reality. Many of today’s 
most successful innovation ecosystems were not the product of stability, but of disruption. 

From “Nowhere Square” to Kendall Square, from shuttered manufacturing plants to quantum 
computing hubs, these transformations reveal a consistent lesson: economic shocks can serve 
as powerful catalysts for renewal. The critical factor is not the disruption itself, but the capacity of 
institutions and leaders to respond strategically. 

Over the next three to five years, the field’s credibility will depend on its ability to navigate 
complexity, measure what matters, and communicate progress effectively. Aligning systems 
with practice will be essential to sustaining the momentum of innovation-led regional 
transformation. 

...the field’s credibility 
will depend on its 
ability to navigate 
complexity, measure 
what matters, 
and communicate 
progress effectively...

http://www.aurp.org
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In this sense, research parks and innovation districts are not merely products of economic 
development: they are instruments of resilience and innovation. As we reflect on the 
anniversaries of our respective organizations, and our country, it is critical to understand the 
history of economic adversity and the responses to it. These challenges will continue, but with 
leadership, investment, innovation, and persistence, they too will be overcome. 
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