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The Rise of the Creative Class

Richard Florida is professor of business and creativity at the Rotman School of
Management, University of Toronto, where he also is academic director of the Lloyd and
Delphine Martin Prosperity Institute. He is the author most recently of Who's Your City?
This essay is an excerpt from his article "The Rise of the Creative Class," which
originally appeared in the Washington Monthly magazine.

As | walked across the campus of Pittsburgh's Carnegie Mellon University one delightful
spring day, | came upon a table filled with young people chatting and enjoying the
spectacular weather. Several had identical blue T-shirts with "Trilogy@CMU" written
across them - Trilogy being an Austin, Texas-based software company with a reputation
for recruiting our top students. | walked over to the table. "Are you guys here to recruit?"
I asked. "No, absolutely not,"” they replied adamantly. "We're not recruiters. We're just
hangin' out, playing a little Frisbee with our friends.” How interesting, I thought. They've
come to campus on a workday, all the way from Austin, just to hang out with some new
friends.

I noticed one member of the group sitting slouched over on the grass, dressed in a tank
top. This young man had spiked multicolored hair, full-body tattoos, and multiple
piercings in his ears. An obvious slacker, | thought, probably in a band. "So what is your
story?" I asked. "Hey man, I just signed on with these guys." In fact, as | would later
learn, he was a gifted student who had inked the highest-paying deal of any graduating
student in the history of his department, right at that table on the grass, with the recruiters
who do not "recruit.”

What a change from my own college days, just a little more than 20 years ago, when
students would put on their dressiest clothes and carefully hide any counterculture
tendencies to prove that they could fit in with the company. Today, apparently, it's the
company trying to fit in with the students. In fact, Trilogy had wined and dined him over
margarita parties in Pittsburgh and flown him to Austin for private parties in hip
nightspots and aboard company boats. When | called the people who had recruited him to
ask why, they answered, "That's easy. We wanted him because he's a rock star."

While | was interested in the change in corporate recruiting strategy, something even
bigger struck me. Here was another example of a talented young person leaving
Pittsburgh. ... I asked the young man with the spiked hair why he was going to a smaller
city in the middle of Texas, a place with a small airport and no professional sports teams,
without a major symphony, ballet, opera, or art museum comparable to Pittsburgh's. The
company is excellent, he told me. There are also terrific people and the work is



challenging. But the clincher, he said, is that "it's in Austin!" There are lots of young
people, he went on to explain, and a tremendous amount to do: a thriving music scene,
ethnic and cultural diversity, fabulous outdoor recreation, and great nightlife. Though he
had several good job offers from Pittsburgh high-tech firms and knew the city well, he
said he felt the city lacked the lifestyle options, cultural diversity, and tolerant attitude
that would make it attractive to him. As he summed it up: "How would I fit in here?"

This young man and his lifestyle proclivities represent a profound new force in the
economy and life of America. He is a member of what | call the creative class: a fast-
growing, highly educated, and well-paid segment of the workforce on whose efforts
corporate profits and economic growth increasingly depend. Members of the creative
class do a wide variety of work in a wide variety of industries - from technology to
entertainment, journalism to finance, high-end manufacturing to the arts. They do not
consciously think of themselves as a class. Yet they share a common ethos that values
creativity, individuality, difference, and merit.

The Creative Secretary

The distinguishing characteristic of the creative class is that its members engage in work
whose function is to "create meaningful new forms." The super-creative core of this new
class includes scientists and engineers, university professors, poets and novelists, artists,
entertainers, actors, designers, and architects, as well as the "thought leadership™ of
modern society: nonfiction writers, editors, cultural figures, think-tank researchers,
analysts, and other opinion-makers. Members of this super-creative core produce new
forms or designs that are readily transferable and broadly useful - such as designing a
product that can be widely made, sold, and used; coming up with a theorem or strategy
that can be applied in many cases; or composing music that can be performed again and
again.

Beyond this core group, the creative class also includes “creative professionals” who
work in a wide range of knowledge-intensive industries such as high-tech sectors,
financial services, the legal and health care professions, and business management. These
people engage in creative problem-solving, drawing on complex bodies of knowledge to
solve specific problems. Doing so typically requires a high degree of formal education
and thus a high level of human capital. People who do this kind of work may sometimes
come up with methods or products that turn out to be widely useful, but it's not part of the
basic job description. What they are required to do regularly is think on their own. They
apply or combine standard approaches in unique ways to fit the situation, exercise a great
deal of judgment, perhaps try something radically new from time to time.

Much the same is true of the growing number of technicians and others who apply
complex bodies of knowledge to working with physical materials. In fields such as
medicine and scientific research, technicians are taking on increased responsibility to
interpret their work and make decisions, blurring the old distinction between white-collar
work (done by decision makers) and blue-collar work (done by those who follow orders).
They acquire their own arcane bodies of knowledge and develop their own unique ways



of doing the job. Another example is the secretary in today's pared-down offices. In many
cases this person not only takes on a host of tasks once performed by a large secretarial
staff, but becomes a true office manager - channeling flows of information, devising and
setting up new systems, often making key decisions on the fly. These people contribute
more than intelligence or computer skills. They add creative value. Everywhere we look,
creativity is increasingly valued. Firms and organizations value it for the results that it
can produce, and individuals value it as a route to self-expression and job satisfaction.
Bottom line: As creativity becomes more valued, the creative class grows.

The creative class now includes some 38.3 million Americans, roughly 30 percent of the
entire U.S. workforce - up from just 10 percent at the turn of the 20th century and less
than 20 percent as recently as 1980. The creative class has considerable economic power.
In 1999, the average salary for a member of the creative class was nearly $50,000
($48,752), compared to roughly $28,000 for a working-class member and $22,000 for a
service-class worker.

Not surprisingly, regions that have large numbers of creative class members are also
some of the most affluent and growing.
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