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Introduction
1
 

Midwestern cities are in flux.  They are in the process of 
redefinition; and while many are desperately exploring 
how they will survive the growing realities of community 
competition, there is one metric that seems to matter 
most - the power of place. 
 
The pursuit of a redefined American Dream by returning 
World War II veterans in the 1940’s spawned an era of 
unprecedented development, giving rise to the 
popularity of suburban sprawl.  Littered with residential 
subdivisions, office "parks," and shopping centers, this 
new definition of “community” was no longer reliant on 
civic engagement or social interaction but instead on a 
sense of "placelessness."   
 
While this new model for living may have, as Ray 
Oldenburg says in his book The Great Good Place, 
“satisfied the combat veteran’s longing for a safe, 
orderly, and quiet haven, it rarely offered the sense of 
place and belonging that had rooted his parents and 

                                                           
1 This content was co-presented at the Young Leaders of Northeast 

Indiana's 2014 My City Summit in Fort Wayne, IN on April 10, 2014.   

grandparents.  There is often more encouragement to 
leave a given subdivision than to stay in it, for neither the 
homes nor the neighborhoods are equipped to see 
families or individuals through the cycle of life.  Each is 
designed for families of particular sizes, incomes, and 
ages.  There is little sense of place and even less 
opportunity to put down roots.”

2
    

 
However, these priorities are changing and the ability for 
a community to engage their citizens is becoming 
increasingly critical to the future success of local 
economies.  This is no more true than in the Midwest.  As 
many cities begin to understand the significance of 
community attachment, people are evaluating their 
quality of life through more subjective filters.  They are 
grading cities on their diversity, their vibrancy, and their 
character.  In an age where "happiness" is an economic 
term, the place-dependent structure of traditional 
Midwest cities offers a unique opportunity for rustbelt 
cities to thrive in the coming years. They understand 
place better than anyone. 

                                                           
2 Ray Oldenberg, The Great Good Place (New York, Marlow and 

Company, 1999), p4. 
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Balancing Attachment and Engagement 
How we qualify communities, the way in which we self-
define happiness and attachment, surprisingly doesn't 
vary from city to city.   While one might think these 
would differ between San Francisco, CA and Des Moines, 
IA, in fact they don’t.  In 2008, the Knight Foundation and 
Gallup teamed up to launch the Soul of the Community

3
 

project, which examined citizen attachment in 26 
communities across the country (including Fort Wayne, 
Indiana).  They sought to tease out factors that impact 
why certain communities have residents who are 
enthusiastic about where they live and have a deep 
sense of pride, while others are fairly indifferent.  Their 
research indicated that successful cities consistently 
prioritize communal attachment through three 
categories: 

• Social Offerings: Places for people to meet each 
other and the feeling that people in the 
community care about each other. 

• Openness: How welcoming the community is to 
different types of people, including families 
with young children, minorities, and talent. 

• Aesthetics: The physical beauty of the community 
including the availability of parks and green 
spaces. 

 
Despite traditional variables such as jobs, economics, and 
safety also being analyzed, the specific factors above 
appear to always have more impact on one's attachment 
to place and community.  More importantly, research 
indicated that the communities with the highest levels 
of attachment had the highest rates of gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth.

4
   

 
Furthermore, citizens that are engaged and give 
something back to their communities (be it time, money, 
or goodwill) have higher rates of personal wellbeing.

5
  

Improving attachment positively impacts the well-being 
of the community and its residents.  It’s a reciprocal 
relationship.  
 
Therefore, while the measurement of social offerings, 
openness, and aesthetics can be made, there must also 
be specific consideration to the individual perception of 
these elements, especially through the lens of 

                                                           
3 Knight Foundation, Soul of the Community, 2010.  For more see 

www.soulofthecommunity.org 
4 Gallup.  (2008). Soul of the Community Fort Wayne, Indiana. 
5 Gallup. (2011). Worldwide, Personal Wellbeing Related to Civic 

Engagement. http://www.gallup.com/poll/145811/Worldwide-
Personal-Wellbeing-Related-Civic-Engagement.aspx 

marginalized populations.  This distinction is critical for 
economic growth in the modern era. 
 
For example, a recent study by AARP highlighted the 
connection between an individual's perception of 
engagement and their outlook on life.  The more 
engaged we consider ourselves, especially within 
traditionally marginalized populations, the more likely we 
are to feel as though we are living meaningful and 
independent lives.  (Fig 1) 
 

Figure 1: Correlation Between Community Engagement  
and Quality of Life in Older Adults6 

 
Perception is a complicated thing.  It is experienced, as 
behavioral economist Daniel Kahneman says, in two very 
distinct ways - first is through experience (perception 
while in the act of doing) and second through memory 
(perception through the act of remembering).  This is 
how we tend to perceive things like happiness and 
attachment.    
 
For example, think of a family vacation.  If you weren't 
allowed to have any memory of your vacation once it 
was over, would it change where you were willing to go?  
Studies support that many people enjoy planning a 
vacation more than they do experiencing one.  Our 
"experiencing self" and our "memory self" often have two 
very different definitions of happiness.

7
  We perceive 

communities the same way. 
 
Think of something as basic as walking down the street.  
Have you ever noticed your willingness to walk down 
"better" streets is much greater than down "bad" ones?  

                                                           
6 AARP/Roper Public Affairs & Media group of NOP World, Beyond 

50.05 Survey (2004), 44. 
7 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (New York, Farrar, Strauss, 

and Giroux, 2011), p377-390. 
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A 15-minute walk in downtown Chicago is often 
embraced.  As you pass by shops, street performances, 
and people it becomes an extension of your activity.  
While a 15-minute walk meandering through abandoned 
asphalt parking lots, cracked sidewalks, and vacant 
buildings offers a drastically different perception.  While 
the physical experience (e.g. distance walked, quality of 
sidewalk) could be identical, the memory of the 
experience is dramatically different.  Place directly 
impacts our perception of community and, at its core, is 
the basis for our attachment to it. 
 
The Benefit of Place 
As illustrated in Richard Florida's book, Who's Your City, 
"despite all of the hype over globalization and the 'flat 
world,' place is actually more important to the global 
economy than ever before."

8
  As our understanding of 

the value of engaging and walkable neighborhoods 
increases, so does the market's appreciation for their 
functionality.

9
 

 
When studying the rate in which a community benefits 
from its citizens' success, sometimes referred to as 
"human capitalization", the key factors are often directly 
related to place (e.g. poverty, education, and culture).  
For example, in an inner-city neighborhood where the 
boys must cross gang lines to go to high school, 
absenteeism skyrockets.  The "cap rate" for that 
community is ultimately zero because if you cannot 
acquire a high school diploma the likelihood of you 
obtaining meaningful employment is dramatically 
reduced.

10
  No matter the quality of the education being 

provided, the potential of the students is directly 
hindered by the limitations of the place itself. 
 
To prioritize attachment is to understand capitalization.  
The postwar suburbanization of the American 
community introduced a marginalized and isolated 
existence for many people.  Whether it was the 
segregation of upper and lower incomes or the inability 
for teenagers and older adults exist in a car-dependent 
single-use system, the proliferation of placelessness has 
had a dramatic impact on how many perceive their 

                                                           
8Richard Florida, Who’s Your City: How the Creative Economy is Making 

Where to live the Most Important Decision of Your Life, p12. 
9Cortright, Joe. Walking the Walk: How Walkability Raises Home Values 

in U. S. Cities.  CEO for Cities, August 2009 
10 Malcolm Gladwell "Choice, Happiness, and Spegehtti Sauce," TED 

Talks, 2007. 

quality of  life.
11

  More importantly, it directly impacts 
our capacity for capitalization. 
 
Furthermore, the recent phenomena of Brain Drain and 
aging Baby Boomers have dramatically shifted the 
demographic trajectory of many Midwestern cities.  For 
example, in Indiana (the authors' home state), between 
2005-2040 the state's population will increase by 15%.  
During that same time, the 65+ population will grow by 
90%

12
 - leaving a large proportion of residents ill-

equipped to maneuver through or become attached to 
the placelessness that surrounds them. 
 
Despite the instinct to pursue increased engagement 
with migrating emerging professionals, a workforce 
development strategy that will have an undeniable 
impact, there may be a stronger case for pursuing the 
captive demand within these isolated populations (e.g. 
teenagers, older adults).   
 
For the first time in modern America, the consumer 
behavior of multiple generations are aligning.  Baby 
Boomers, Gen Xer's and Millennials are buying the same 
music, watching the same movies, and migrating to the 
same neighborhoods. No other region is better suited to 
capitalize on this growing demand for authentic urban 
villages than the Midwest.   
 
While the ability to increase engagement is critical to the 
future of communities, the Midwest is presented with 
the unique opportunity to benefit both socially and 
economically from the reengagement of these 
marginalized populations by offering thriving, 
intergenerational neighborhoods that work for all ages 
and abilities.  However, to do so will require cities to 
reevaluate the functionality of the public realm. 
 
The great observer of urban life, Jane Jacobs, focused on 
the most informal kind of civil society: “casual public 
contact at a local level,” on the streets and parks of cities 
and towns.  In The Death and Life of Great American 
Cities, she celebrated the nuances of sidewalk life – 
“people stopping by at the bar for a beer, getting advice 
from the grocer and giving advice to the newsstand man, 
comparing opinions with other customers at the bakery 
and nodding hello to the two boys drinking pop on the 
stoop, eyeing the girls while waiting to the called for  

                                                           
11Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, and Jeff Speck,  Suburban 

Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the American Dream 
(New York, North Pointe Press, 2000) p115-133. 

12 Center for Home Care Policy and Research, AdvantAge Initiative 
Community Survey Indiana, 2008. 
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Figure 2: City Population Change 

Source: StatsIndiana and the U.S. Census Bureau  

 
dinner, admonishing the children, hearing about a job 
from the hardware man and borrowing a dollar from the 
druggist, admiring the new babies and sympathizing 
about the way a coat faded.”  These are valuable, she 
wrote, because they create camaraderie, “a feeling for  
the public identity of people, a web of public respect and 
trust, and a resource in time of personal or neighborhood 
need.”

13
  Social capital, at its most fundamental level, is 

what most differentiates safe and organized cities from 
unsafe and disorganized ones. Where neighborhoods 
prioritize a sense of place through their ability to 
maximize informal contact among neighborhoods, the 
streets are safer, citizens are healthier, and people are 
happier with their surroundings.

14
  This historically was 

the structural identity of many historic Midwestern cities. 
  
Research shows that some citizens are in a better 
position over others to become engaged in their 
communities, the first step in developing long-term 
attachment and pride.  For others, life and more 
institutionalized factors get in the way.  Renters, shorter-
term residents, and whites have lower rates of 
community attachments compared to their counterparts. 
Some of those who are not attached live in what are 
perceived to be rougher neighborhoods, because fear of 
crime, a higher rate of housing incivilities (e.g. graffiti, 
litter, crumbling sidewalks, homes in need of significant 
repair), and a lower rate of neighborhood cohesion (e.g. 
opportunities to socialize with and gain trust in 
neighbors) are all negatively correlated with 
attachment.

15
  The concept of neighborhood cohesion is 

an important one, particularly as it relates to diverse 
neighborhoods. Somewhat surprisingly, research has 
shown a negative relationship between neighborhood 
cohesion and a diverse mix of neighborhood residents. 
Perhaps less surprisingly, that negative effect on  

                                                           
13 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: 

Random House, Modern Library Edition, 1993), p73. 
14For more see Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival 

of American Community (New York, Simon Schuster, 2000). 
15 Brown, B. Perkins, D. D. & Brown, G. (2003). Place attachment in a 

revitalization neighborhood:  individual and block level analysis.  
Journal of Environmental Psychology, 23, 259-271. 

 

 

 
attachment disappears for those who regularly talk to 
their neighbors,

16
 reinforcing Jacobs's faith in the 

informal public realm. 
 
 

The Midwestern City 
In the Midwest, the trajectory that many communities 
share is one of once commercial-heavy downtowns, 
manufacturing decline, suburbanization, and grappling 
with the resulting impacts of disinvestment. However, 
communities experienced these impacts to varying 
degrees.  Accordingly, policymakers and academics have 
tended to sort Midwestern communities into two types: 
(1) those that registered a huge mid-century population 
decline of 20-60%, so called legacy cities, like St. Louis, 
Detroit, Cleveland, Youngstown, Milwaukee, Flint, and 
Akron, and (2) those that took a smaller hit like Chicago, 
Indianapolis, Columbus, Grand Rapids, Des Moines, and 
Fort Wayne. While these issues had dramatically 
different impacts at the community-level, the 
perceptions held by many unfamiliar with the Midwest 
do not match reality.  
 
In a story which ran earlier this year by the New York 
Times, the newspaper lumped together Fort Wayne with 
Flint, Michigan as “small [cities] in economic decline.”

17
   

For those of us who live in northeast Indiana, this 
synopsis came off as a dismissive assumption.  Mostly, 
those of us Hoosiers who read this were angered 
because it is just simply false. While helped somewhat by 
annexation, Fort Wayne never suffered a cratering 
population loss and its metro area has fully regained the 
jobs lost over the last decade, while Flint is still down 
15%.

18
   Nevertheless, it is difficult to change 

longstanding perceptions, especially through the 
experiencing and memory filters. 

                                                           
16 Stolle, D., Soroka, S., Johnston, R. (2008). When does diversity erode 

trust?  Neighborhood diversity, interpersonal trust and the 
mediating effect of social interactions.  Political Studies, 56, 57-75. 

17 Joe Nocera, in his February 3, 2014 New York Times op-ed, recently 
drew the comparison between Fort Wayne, Indiana and Flint, 
Michigan both being “smaller cities in economic decline.” 

18 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (Q2 2013). Quarterly Census of 
Employment and Wages. 

 
 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

Change  
(1970-1980) 

Change  
(1970-2010) 

Fort Wayne, IN 178,269 172,391 173,072 205,727 253,691 -5,878 -3% +75,422 +42% 
Allen County, IN 281,297 293,834 301,659 332,786 355,795 +12,537 +4% +74,498 +26% 
Flint, MI 193,217 159,611 140,761 102,434 102,434 -33,706 -17% -90,883 -47% 
Genesse County, MI 446,058 449,131 430,938 436,965 425,152 +3,073 +1% -20,906 -5% 
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A recent paper published by the Boston Federal Reserve 
examined several communities with a legacy of 
manufacturing dependence and how their economies 
have changed over time.  It classified Flint’s current 
economic health as “distressed” and Fort Wayne’s as 
“resurgent”, despite the fact both suffered thousands of 
job losses in automobile and transportation equipment 
manufacturing in past decades. How has it come to be 
that these rustbelt cities are in vastly different 
competitive positions today? The authors of the Fed 
paper noted that “distress has been highly persistent, but 
some cities have achieved resurgence through a 
combination of strong leadership, collaboration across 
sectors and institutions, clear and broad-based 
strategies, and significant infrastructure investments.”

19
   

 
This is a significant point and one that underscores 
what’s possible for Midwestern cities: it depends on civic 
leadership adopting competitive strategies and a 
willingness to make necessary investments to move them 
forward.  For those outside of the region who don’t look 
closely, it would be easy to write off all rustbelt 
communities as distressed and to assume that what’s 
possible for Midwestern placemaking is limited to very 
small pockets among the vast decay. For example, many 
may know that Detroit now has a Whole Foods. But how 
many know anything about Fort Wayne, Indiana?    
 
Fort Wayne's leaders have been investing in downtown 
for close to a decade and the results are astonishing.  
Placemaking in the Midwest’s resurgent cities tend to be 
overlooked, because old perceptions die hard.  Ask the 
folks in Des Moines, Iowa.  It is arguably one of the most 
prosperous regions in the United States, and it is a 
fantastic, funky place with a revitalized downtown. Yet 
overcoming the perceptions of farmers and cows is one 
of its biggest economic challenges, a challenge that 
combines the battle between our "experiencing" and 
"memory" perceptions.  Being an industrious and 
practical city, Fort Wayne’s leaders have looked to best-
practice-communities like Des Moines to learn how 
placemaking can improve community attachment and 
contribute to job and population growth over the long-
term.  
 
Here in Indiana, our local leaders are committed to 
building what we call Fort Wayne’s swagger: a buzzing 
economy, innovative attitudes, and appealing living  

                                                           
19 Kodrzycki, Yolanda and Munoz, Ana Patricia. (May 9, 2013). Economic 

Distress and Resurgence in U.S. Central Cities: Concepts, Causes, and 
Policy Levers.  Federal Reserve Bank of Boston. 

  Figure 3: Calhoun Street Revitalization, Fort Wayne, IN 
Courtesy of DID 

 
options for diverse residents.  From the joint perspective 
of the authors (a born and bred local and a Chicago 
transplant), it is working. There’s a clear momentum and 
energy that’s building and a key part of that is due to 
placemaking in downtown. Fort Wayne is following the 
playbook of many comeback Midwestern cities:  invest in 
downtown, showcase the waterfront, leverage anchor 
institutions, and capitalize on historic buildings and other 
cultural assets. Helping to move many projects along has 
been the use of the City’s extraordinary Legacy Fund, a 
$75 million trust financed through the sale of the city 
electric utility.

20
  

 
Since 2004, major projects in downtown totaling over 
$450 million

21
 have included construction of a signature 

public library, the Auer Arts Center, the Grand Wayne 
convention center and Marriot hotel, Parkview Field (a 
world-class stadium for the TinCaps minor league 
baseball team) and an adjacent mixed-use development 
called The Harrison, redevelopment of the Anthony 
Wayne condominiums, and establishment of a  
downtown presence for the University of Saint Francis 
with the purchase and repurposing of the Scottish Rite 
Center and the historic Chamber of Commerce building.  
There are also several announced projects currently 
underway, most notably the relocation of homegrown 

                                                           
20 For more on the Fort Wayne's Legacy Fund see 

www.legacyfortwayne.org. 
21For more on development in downtown Fort Wayne see 

www.buildingfortwayne.com. 
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Figure 4: Resident Profile 

  
Greater 

Downtown 
City of Fort 

Wayne 

Population, 2013 14,921 255,660 

Population change, 2000 - 2013 -5% 2% 

      

White 68% 73% 

Black 18% 16% 

Residents of other races 14% 11% 

      

Median age 32.5 35 

Ages 25-34 20% 14% 

Ages 65 and older 7% 13% 

      

Unemployed 15.30% 9.20% 

      

No high school diploma 23% 12% 

High school diploma 35% 30% 

Some college or associate degree 27% 32% 

Bachelor’s degree or higher 15% 26% 

      

Households 6,087 101,585 

Single person households 46% 31% 

Households with children 26% 33% 

Multi-generational households 3% 3% 

Unmarried partner households 11% 7% 

      

Median household income $27,633  $41,213  

Households making <$15,000 24% 15% 

Households making $100,000+ 3% 12% 

Median net worth $11,518  $49,223  

Average net worth $70,832  $357,067  

Households with net worth < $15,000 65% 37% 

Households with net worth $100,000+ 11% 39% 

      

Housing units 7,601 113,541 

Occupied housing units 6,088 101,585 

% renter occupied units 68% 37% 

% owner occupied units 32% 63% 

Vacant units 1,513 11,956 

Vacancy rate 20% 11% 

Median home value $70,542  $105,250  

Average home value $77,303  $120,576  

% of units valued < $50,000  27% 8% 

% of units valued $200,000+ 2% 10% 

      

Businesses 1,306 13,770 

Employees 17,624 122,416 

Employee/Residential Population Ratio 1.18 0.48 

Source: ESRI Community Analyst (using 2010 and 2013 data) 

Calhoun Street Corridor 

Housing Diversity 
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Ash Brokerage’s headquarters into a $70 million 
signature mixed-use facility.   For a small city this is a 
dizzying level of activity in a short period of time, 
particularly in the context of the Great Recession years.  
Throughout this time, public and private sectors leaders 
have held in focus the connection between placemaking 
and community attachment. In this regard Knight 
Foundation’s Soul of the Community findings have 
provided a compass for important community initiatives. 
We are building a place where people want to be.  
 

Figure 5: Fort Wayne Attachment Over Time
22

 

 
 
And yet there are both physical and social factors that 
affect attachment.  Revitalizing downtown is relatively 
straightforward, but improving attachment issues related 
to social factors – like age, diversity, tenure, and safety 
perception–  is a whole other ball of wax. But, a greater 
pool of engaged citizens has the potential to create a 
significant rippling effect including more vibrant 
neighborhoods, an improved local GDP, and cultivation 
of a sellable community product based on a rich mosaic 
of quality of life options and amenities. In this sense, the 
highest return-on-investment, or bang for the buck, are 
physical redevelopment projects that also have the 
potential to improve social issues related to attachment, 
particularly within those that improve access and 
engagement within marginalized populations.   
 
We think residents that stand to gain the most from 
downtown revitalization efforts, and reciprocally would 
have the biggest impact on attachment within the 
downtown, are through those within a 20-minute walk of 
it. From an on-the-ground perspective, this area captures 
both some well-established historic districts as well as 
some areas that are clearly struggling. Not only do the in-
town neighborhoods lend themselves to physical 
attachment enhancements via historic preservation and 

                                                           
22 Gallup.  (2010). Soul of the Community Fort Wayne, Indiana. 

corridor revitalization, but examining the resident profile 
of the area suggests an at-risk population in terms of 
community attachment, with population loss, elevated 
housing vacancies, and a greater proportion of renters 
and young adults. (see Fig. 4)   
 
Since the year 2000, the population of this greater 
downtown area has declined by five percent while the 
city’s overall population has grown.  Despite enormous 
success in capital improvements, civic investments, and 
entertainment destination projects in downtown Fort 
Wayne, the city has not yet seen a notable turn in 
making the greater downtown area an attractive place 
to call home.  There are likely several reasons for this 
including the housing options and amenities.  Turn-key, 
updated family residences and senior living options are 
noticeably scarce and the resident profile reflects this. 
About half of all households are single people and a 
smaller share of residents are seniors (7% vs 13% 
citywide).  The majority of the housing stock is at least 50 
years old, not handicap accessible, and many former 
single-family residences were long ago converted to 
apartments.  Even in well-established neighborhoods, 
there are still concerns with housing maintenance and 
code enforcement. Twenty-seven percent of houses in 
the greater downtown area are valued less than $50,000 
compared to eight percent city wide, and median 
household incomes are also notably lower ($27,633 vs .  
$41,213).   
 
Population loss, a higher proportion of vacant housing 
units (one-in-five), empty lots, and single-person 
households translates into a relatively thin (and further 
thinning) population. While overall housing density (6+ 
households per acre) is a positive dynamic of many in-
town neighborhoods, relative to suburban style areas of 
the city, the potential catalytic power of density is not 
being leveraged.  Seniors, children, residents who cannot 
afford or choose not to drive, and residents seeking a 
live/work/play environment can greatly benefit from 
pedestrian-friendly grid-network neighborhoods. 
Investing in neighborhoods that accommodate easy 
walking and biking for life’s daily tasks is also a step 
toward bettering public health, an area in which Fort 
Wayne woefully underperforms. Again, in order for the 
potential of these dense neighborhoods to be achieved, 
competitive housing options and services need to exist to 
attract and retain a diverse resident mix.   
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Figure 6: Downtown 20-minute Walkshed Map  
Fort Wayne, IN 
 

By way of services, there are not many options (if any at 
all) within greater downtown to purchase common items 
like bananas, cough syrup, socks, or toilet paper. A retail 
analysis provided by Buxton, a consumer analytics firm 
based in Texas,

23
 estimates that demand exceed sales for 

groceries by 50 percent and it exceeds sales at 
convenience stores by 70 percent, meaning that 
residents must leave the area to meet at least half of 
their food needs.  Pharmacies and personal care stores in 
the area capture only 30 percent of residents’ total 
expenditures. Furthermore, retailers common to  

                                                           
23 Buxton estimated the sales of businesses and the expenditures of 

residents within a 1.25 mile radius from the center of downtown This 
area is slightly larger than the 20-minute walkable greater 
downtown area and includes establishments like the Three Rivers 
Co-op Natural Grocery.  A slightly larger area was examined to cast a 
wider net and provide a “best case scenario” for the residents of the 
greater downtown area.   

 
 
 

downtowns like clothing and shoe stores, toy stores, and 
general merchandisers are virtually non-existent in 
downtown Fort Wayne. Taken together, tens of millions 
of dollars on an annual basis are spent elsewhere by 
residents of greater downtown.  Buxton is quick to point 
out that retail leakage does not automatically translate 
into opportunity, particularly if competitors exist within 
proximity, as they clearly do with nearby malls Jefferson 
Pointe and Glenbrook Square. Clearly, a chicken and egg 
scenario exists as it relates to residential development 
and retail growth in greater downtown Fort Wayne. 
Retailers are looking for stronger demographics to pull 
them in and prospective residents are questioning if they 
want to constantly commute out of neighborhood when 
they need something as basic as groceries. Isn’t having 
everything at your fingertips the point of living 
downtown?  Incentives could provide a needed tipping 
point.   
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Overcoming internal perceptions of our own city is also 
a challenge.  Few of our most engaged residents live 
within this area and lingering perceptions from decades 
ago persist among some long-time residents.  To be fair, 
beyond the charming streets of the area’s historic 
districts very real challenges do exist. There are clear 
signs the residents are overwhelmed or that they (or 
their landlords) are obviously disengaged: weed 
ordinance violations, litter, crumbling sidewalks, sagging 
roofs, and graffiti. Academia calls these things housing 
incivilities, and they are linked to lower rates of 
engagement. In the quintessential example of the 
disconnect between the our "experiencing" and 
"memory" perceptions, perceived issues of crime and a 
fear of crime also negatively impact community 
attachment.  If these neighborhoods are simply 
experienced by locals passing through on their way to 
downtown, their perceptions of these places are based 
on limited information.

24
  

 
Finally, greater downtown has a larger number of jobs 
than residents (a ratio of 1.18 jobs/resident), but only 
three percent of its residents who hold jobs also work in 
the area.

25
  There is little interaction between those who 

live in the area versus those who work downtown. They 
likely pass each other on their commutes, but with a 
dearth of retailers and service providers the opportunity 
for interaction and building social cohesion is limited to 
what downtown does well, like serving the 9-5 crowd, 
dining, and special events. 
 
 
Conclusion 
The way in which we understand sustainable economic 
development has changed over the last ten years, 
reaffirming the importance of the informal public realm 
and citizen engagement.  As we strive to better 
understand strategies to increase community 
attachment, we are faced with the need to also 
understand the perception in which this relationship is 
nurtured - a dynamic that is ultimately different for 
everyone. 
 
From the challenges facing an elderly woman simply 
wishing to live independently to the desire for a teenager 
to seek out social interaction on their own terms, the 
way in which we understand and develop a sense of 

                                                           
24 Many of the contiguous neighborhoods surrounding downtown Fort 

Wayne are experienced as "flyover countries," areas where people 
transition through but seldom experience as a place. 

25 U.S. Census Bureau.  On the Map, 2012. 

place is essential to how citizens measure the quality of 
life they have.  In doing so, Midwestern cities find 
themselves in an interesting position.  In a emerging era 
that prioritizes and incentivizes quality public spaces and 
walkable urban villages, the structural instincts of the 
Main Street communities so common throughout the 
rustbelt find themselves sitting on an invaluable asset - 
authentic places.  If we can better understand how this 
can be leveraged as a resource, the result will be a 
windfall of revitalization in the years to come. 
 
More specifically, few cities are reacting to this 
phenomena with as much momentum as Fort Wayne, 
Indiana.  With a substantial investment in civic 
improvements over the last ten years, its leaders are 
dedicated to the need for a vibrant urban core. 
 
As this interest continues, specific attention will need to 
be given to strategies aimed to reengage the residents 
within the neighborhoods contiguous to the 
downtown.

26
  By reacting to and improving the 

population trends within these areas, the growth of 
attachment within these demographics (many 
marginalized populations) will have a direct impact on 
the sustainable growth of the city's downtown. 
 
In the coming years, specific attention should be given to 
understanding the needs of these neighborhoods and 
residents, to ease the day-to-day difficulties of assuming 
downtown as a "home," and raise the area's capacity for 
human capitalization.  The goal is to make people happy 
to live downtown. 
 
The subtleties of human perception is complicated, but 
as Fort Wayne's leaders continue to evaluate ways to 
increase community attachment they cannot ignore the 
limitations sometimes imposed by the built environment.    
In order to build community cohesion, to develop 
neighborhoods around camaraderie and trust, there 
must be an acute understanding of how each of us 
perceive happiness and belonging.  We must embrace a 
collective understanding that attachment matters, and 
that communities are built on relationships.  We need to 
see the "soul of the community" through the perceived 
engagement of our citizens.  Most importantly, we must 
never underestimate the power of place. 
 
 

                                                           
26 Best practices should be considered, such as Petaway neighborhood 

in Little Rock, Arkansas to explore example of modern, affordable 
housing in distressed areas. 
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