
 

  

 

 

 

The Power of an Open Door 
What happens when curiosity meets an open door?  

• More questions are born. 

• Answers become attainable. 

• Big ideas give way to big actions.  

An open door is oxygen that feeds the spark of 
creativity. It can be the catalyst for innovation which, 
in turn, can create jobs and enhance the economy.  

Within our cities, there is increasing need for more 
open and accessible spaces that foster innovation. This 
isn’t simply because innovation is cool or trendy, it’s 
because innovation is necessary to boost ailing 
economies. Simply speaking, start-ups create jobs 
faster than normal companies. 
 
Cities around the world have been seizing this 
opportunity by creating Innovation Districts, which are 
built environments that fuel economic development. 
These hubs offer zones of experimentation that build 
connected communities which support start-ups and 
growing companies.  

 
This white paper will explore the foundations of 
creating a thriving innovation district and look at 
Boston as an example of a city that tapped into an 
underutilized space and opened the door to 
innovation.  

 

Overview 
Key Concepts and Insights 

 
Innovation is more than coming up with new ideas; it’s 
about creating jobs, boosting the economy, and 
forming connections across sectors. To build the best 
environment for innovation to take root, we must 
reject the idea of restricted spaces and focus on 
broadcasting an invitation to the community. 
  
The following white paper focuses on the importance 

of building open doors to innovation, starting with 

invitations to… 

Come Inside: 
Inviting the community into physical spaces that are 
open, accessible, and safe creates connections, 
collaboration, and innovation. 

 
Learn from the Community: 
Creating a home for innovation is impossible without 
understanding the community that will use it. To 
maximize your impact, Invite a diverse range of 
potential users to the creating table. 
 
Build a New Narrative: 
Spaces are often held back by the stories of their past. 
Envision a new future and invite those that hold the old 
story to help you craft a new narrative. 
 
Experiment: 
Innovation is restricted when there is fear of being 
punished for failure. Create an environment for small-
scale testing and invite experimentation. 
 
Embrace constraints: 
Innovation does not have to be expensive. Instead, it is 
an invitation to be resourceful and find creative 
opportunities within constraints. 
 

 

 

 

Through the Front Door:  

    How Innovation Starts with an Invitation 

“An innovation district is an invitation: 
Welcome to our sandbox. We’re glad 

you’re here.” 
Nicole Fichera, FWD Partners 
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BOSTON’S INNOVATION TRANSFORMATION 

The Seaport District of Boston was once an unloved space, known for its parking 

lots and biting winds. Looking at its barren landscape, closed doors, and sparse 

population, it seemed an unlikely candidate to become the breeding grounds of 

innovation. But through humble curiosity, untethered ambition, and nimble 

thriftiness, thought-leaders in Boston transformed the seaport into an open door 

for innovation.   

Through unconventional infrastructure, public-private partnerships, community 

engagement, and experimentation, Boston repurposed over 1,000 acres of 

underutilized space and brought 8,000 jobs (and counting!) to the city.  

Boston will be used as an example throughout the following document and more 

details will be provided on how the city achieved this transformation. 

 

1,000 ACRES 

INCLUDING PUBLIC 

AND PRIVATE 

ASSETS 

 

8,000+ JOBS 
ADDED IN BOSTON 

SINCE 2010 

 

 

40% 
OF NEW COMPANIES 

SHARE 

UNTRADITIONAL 

OFFICE SPACE 

 CASE STUDY 
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As you walk through a city, you will see thousands of doors. Some of those doors tell a story that invites you inside: 
come grab a coffee, come read a book, come sit for a minute. Other doors are meant to entice and deter. Glass 
encased lobbies with security guards send a message: are you sure you’re supposed to be here? Do you have an 
appointment? 

 
Even if the spaces beyond these intimidating thresholds are open to innovators, the perceived barriers to entry 
shut people out. That’s why innovation infrastructure is so important for inviting people inside. 

 
Innovation infrastructure focuses on removing barriers by signalling to the community that the door is open and 
all are welcome. This creative design and use of unconventional real estate provides the foundation of an 
innovation district. District Hall in Boston is a shining example of innovation infrastructure at work. Read below 
for more details. 

 

 

 

 

BUILD AN OPEN DOOR 

District Hall, a prime example of Innovation Infrastructure, is a civic gathering place within Boston’s 
Innovation District and the first building of its kind in the world. Here are four elements of Innovation 
Infrastructure as told by Nicole Fichera, an architect and District Hall’s former founding General Manager: 

➢ Interesting shapes pique curiosity and entice people to ask questions. 
o District Hall’s exaggerated roof, tall windows, and unique geometric shape was intentionally 

designed to make people stop and ask, “What is that?” This is the first invitation to come inside. 
 

➢ Ground level spaces shorten the threshold to entry. 
o District Hall is not hidden away on the second floor. It’s placed at street level so curious passersby 

can easily enter and feed their curiosity. Shortening the threshold to engagement is key. 
 

➢ Adding food gives people a reason to come in and incentive to stay. 
o District Hall features a restaurant and café. This creates a familiar entry point that gives community 

members an excuse to come inside, ask questions about the space, and hang around a while. 
 

➢ Removing security guards increases a sense of openness and access. 
o District Hall has successfully operated without on-site security. By starting with an assumption of 

trust within the community and an understanding that the building is well looked after by those 
who use it, the community has embraced the expectation of mutual trust & respect. 
 

 
 

 DISTRICT HALL: INNOVATION INFRASTRUCTURE 

 Since opening in 2013, District Hall has… 

Had over 75,000 visitors in 2016 alone. Hosted over 800 events every year. 

Donated $1M in event space to the community. 
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One size does not fit all…  

 
Innovation is not a “copy-paste” exercise and what worked in one community will not necessarily work within 
another. That’s why it is so important to invite the community to the creating table. By opening the door and 
learning from those who will be most impacted by an innovation district, leaders will be able to build trust, 
understand the unique needs of the community, and play to the strengths of the city/region.  
 

1. Build trust first and always. 
As an innovation district is taking shape, there will likely be some scepticism and resistance in 
the face of change. That’s why it is important to get to know members of the community and 
invite them into the process. By making genuine efforts to understand the diverse needs of the 
community, you will create trust by making community members feel engaged and respected. 
This process also creates a sense of ownership and encourages individuals to fully utilize the 
final output. Additionally, by creating an ongoing conversation, community members will feel 
more comfortable providing feedback on their experiences with the innovation district. This 
will help uncover pain-points and allow for continuous rapid improvements.  

2. Listen, don’t solicit. 
Innovators have unique needs and they will share them with you if you show genuine interest 
in what they are doing. Instead of constantly soliciting information, pay attention to the work 
that is being done and learn the vocabulary of your innovators. Through this process you will 
be better able to understand and address needs as they arise. 

3. Learn the strengths of the community and play to them. 
Each community has unique strengths and weaknesses, so it is important to align your efforts 
to the things your community does best. Simply because Seattle or Silicon Valley focus on tech 
innovation, it does not mean that your community is well equip or even interested in playing 
in that space. Instead, scan the environment and pinpoint what your innovators do well. Then, 
map that to the resources within the community to figure out how you can create alignment.  
 

ROXBURY INNOVATION CENTER 
Same City, Different Needs. 

 
Roxbury is a community within Boston, MA that is filled with innovative and entrepreneurial spirit. To harness this spirt and to 

boost the economy within this part of the city, a strategic public-private partnership was formed between the City of Boston 

and Venture Café Foundation, a local not-for-profit. In the wake of their success with District Hall, it would have been easy for 

this partnership to duplicate what was already working. Instead, they realized that innovation is not one-size-fits all and 

decided to dive deeply into the needs of the community. This allowed them to fully understand the challenges of this 

community before trying to offer a solution. As a result, the Roxbury Innovation Center took a different shape than District Hall 

and taps into the strengths community: education, entrepreneurial career pathways, design and fabrication, young adults. 

 

 

 

 

INVITE THE COMMUNITY TO THE CREATING TABLE 

 



 

 

 

Language matters. If an unloved and underutilized space is shrouded in a negative narrative, it limits 

peoples’ ability to see the possibilities of what that space can become.  

In Boston, the Seaport District was discarded land that people spoke negatively about. To shift this 

narrative, leaders approached the community to understand the story people told about this space. 

Using three key pillars, leaders began to get community buy-in on a narrative that held hope and 

possibilities: 

1. Ask smarter questions and dig into the negative narrative. 

When a community member shares a negative narrative, instead of 

trying to pitch them on a new vision, ask questions. “Why?” is a powerful 

tool that can help you dig deeply into core issues instead of getting stuck 

on the symptoms of underlying problems. Also, by calling on community 

members to clearly articulate their issues with an unloved space, you 

start jointly defining problems and creating a sightline to solutions.  

 

2. Invite the community to see a more positive future. 

Once the pain points of the community become clearer, you can use 

smart questions to open the door to a more positive narrative. Asking 

“What if this space did X?” or “How would you feel if Y changed?” helps 

community members consider possibilities that may have never crossed 

their minds. Simultaneously, they will offer genuine reactions that can 

improve your design process. 

 

3. Empower the community to become champions of a new narrative. 

As questions lead to an honest conversation, you can begin to 

transparently share the initial vision for this high-potential space. This 

signals that you are interested in community feedback and creates 

collaboration and trust. With a new, positive vision in mind, individuals 

can discuss with their community and start sharing a positive future for 

currently unloved space. 

 
  

CONSTRUCT A NEW NARRATIVE 
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Fundamentally, Innovation Districts are an invitation to shake traditional real estate and 

governmental models. That is because Innovation Districts call for nimble thinking and 

experimentation by those who are building and supporting them and by innovators using the 

space. By governments and real estate partners modelling innovative behavior, they open the door 

to a safe space for experimentation for innovators.   

INVITE EXPERIMENTATION 

 
EXPERT INSIGHTS: HOW INNOVATION DISTRICTS ENABLE EXPERIMENTATION 

 
“Cities are big, complex, intractable, bureaucratic, political, challenging beasts. Ask 
developers or policymakers about experimenting with some new innovative idea, and 
you might hear: ‘We’d love to do that, but it’s too risky/expensive/difficult.’ And they 
are right! They are not being small-minded or mean—they are doing their jobs, 
safeguarding time and resources by relying on proven approaches. Our traditional 
models of real estate and government are just not set up to support new and 
experimental stuff. 
 
But when you add an innovation district into the mix, you can start to make some new 
stuff happen. All of a sudden, you have created a zone where experimentation is 
encouraged, where the incentive models change to support those that want to partner 
in new ways, where innovators can come and feel like their ideas will be welcomed. An 
innovation district is an invitation: Welcome to our sandbox. We’re glad you’re here.  
 

With this approach, an innovation district becomes more than just a number of patents 
or spinouts or exits. It becomes a tool that cities can use to encourage experimentation, 
a zone of permission that invites people to break out of traditional models and try 
something new.” 

NICOLE FICHERA 
Co-Founder, Principal FWD Partners 
Former Founding GM of District Hall 
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Believe it or not, the answer is: FALSE 
 
Leaders in Boston disproved this common misconception when they set out to build their Innovation 
District armed with a shoestring budget and relentless ambition. Here’s what helped them achieve 
ground-breaking innovation:  

➢ Small budget ≠ Lack of resources 
A small budget is certainly a challenge, but it is also an invitation to get creative. Instead of 
feeling restrained by a lack of funding, leaders in Boston chose to embrace constraints and 
reached into the community to identify available resources. Through creativity, open 
mindedness, and determination, they created a home for innovation. 
 

➢ Partnerships: conventional and unconventional 
Partnerships are hugely important. Ample opportunity lies in the undefined, moving spaces 
between public and private entities. Leaders in Boston dug into these nebulous spaces and 
formed alignment between governmental, NGO, and for-profit companies. This created the 
networking infrastructure that allowed innovation to flourish. Some critical partnerships are 
not obvious, so it is important to think creatively and widen the scope. 
 

➢ Take a leveraged approach. 
As innovators started to engage with Boston’s Innovation District, there were many 
companies asking for individual help. But with limited time and lean staff, the team leading 
District Hall had to maximize their impact at every juncture. Instead of focusing on solving 
individual problems, they decided to take a leveraged approach to meeting the needs of 
innovators. That means instead of focusing on individual start-ups, Boston’s team zoomed 
out and focused on the incubators and co-working spaces that supported these companies. 
They found that there was governmental support available for these shared spaces and 
helped these hubs tap into this support so the impact could be amplified. Additionally, 
Boston’s team focused on partnerships over big policy changes. This allowed them to take a 
nimble approach instead of focusing on grand structural changes that take time and 
extended effort. 

 
  

EMBRACE CONSTRAINTS 

 
True or False?  

Innovation is inherently expensive. 
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We believe in an interconnected world where cities, buildings, and people come together to shape 

our shared stories. We use our real estate, design, and architectural expertise to reimagine and 

develop physical spaces to create strong communities, enhance local economies, and transform lives. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• District Hall information and statistics 

• Nicole Fichera’s talk on Transforming Local Government in an Innovation Era 

• Panel discussion on Boston's District Hall: a Living Room for Innovation Economy 

• Article: Local Government Leaders Share Insights on Innovation 

• Article: ‘Squishy stuff’ the secret to innovation in Boston 

ABOUT FWD PARTNERS 

NICOLE FICHERA 

Innovation Space Operations Specialist, Business 
Growth Advisor, Designer, Civic Relations 
 

Key projects + experience: 

● Led Boston’s Innovation District initiative 
under Mayor Menino.  

● Designed, launched and ran  
District Hall, a first-of-its-kind  
civic innovation center. 

● Building partnerships for Autodesk to 
drive innovation in the architecture, 
engineering and construction industries. 

MICHAEL WINSTON 

Project Manager, Real Estate Developer, Strategy 
Consultant, Civic Relations, Co-living Enthusiast 
 

Key projects + experience: 

● Fortune 500 management consultant  
and project manager. 

● Managed $2MM brownstone gut 
renovation, now operating as a luxury 
Airbnb residence and gallery. 

● Served on the Mayor’s Boston Creates 
Leadership Council and New Urban 
Mechanics’ Millennial Housing Forum 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

https://districthallboston.org/about/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X2IuMS4Zd48
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6qbyJP8yOLU
https://enterprise.microsoft.com/en-au/articles/uncategorized/city-next/local-government-leaders-share-insights-innovation/
http://www.govnews.com.au/squishy-stuff-the-secret-to-innovation-in-boston/

