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As an East Coaster, what I hoped to see on the light rail this 
morning….
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Many of these statistics come from Genie Birch’s 2005 paper for 
the Brookings Metro Program

Birch analyzed population trends 
in 45 downtowns from 1970-2000

She defined the downtowns based 
on discussions with local officials, 
and used decennial census data 
to describe their characteristics 
over time
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Total population, 45 
U.S. downtowns, 
1970-2000

Source: 
Birch (2005)
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Between 1970 and 1990, downtowns lost population overall; 
in the 1990s, they grew in size by roughly 10 percent
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Total population, 
12 Western 
downtowns*, 
1970-2000

Source: 
Birch (2005)
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Western downtowns, including Denver, began to recover 
population in the 1980s

* Albuquerque, Boise, 
Colorado Springs, Denver, 
Los Angeles, Mesa, Phoenix, 
Portland, Salt Lake City, San 
Diego, San Francisco, Seattle
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The majority of downtowners in 2000 lived alone; the next 
largest group contained young couples and “empty nesters”
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Other family without kids
Living alone
Other non-family

Downtown 
households by 
type, 2000
Source: 
Birch (2005); author’s 
analysis
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Younger workers (age 25 to 44) form the largest number of 
downtowners, but older workers (age 45 to 64) are catching up

Downtown 
residents by age, 
1990-2000
Source: 
Birch (2005)
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And downtowns have opened up an “education gap” between 
their residents and other metropolitan residents
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by metropolitan 
location,  2000

Source: 
Birch (2005)
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Where is Downtown 
Denver?

Source: Downtown Denver 
Plan (2006)

The Downtown Project 
Area covers about 1,800 
acres and ten districts in 
and around the CBD
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Downtown Denver is situated among a larger set of Center 
City neighborhoods that had nearly 80,000 residents in 2000

Source: Downtown Denver 
Partnership (2006)

Boundaries of 
Downtown Area
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Among 23 downtowns in the 25 largest cities in 2000, 
Downtown Denver had the 18th largest population at 8,958
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It may be useful to compare Downtown Denver to a set of West 
Coast “aspirational peer” downtowns

Oakland, CA Portland, OR San Diego, CA

San Francisco, CA Seattle, WA Vancouver, BC
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Though similar in geographic size, Denver has a smaller number 
of downtown households than these peer cities
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During the 1990s, Downtown Denver experienced rapid 
household growth, comparable to growth in downtown Portland

Growth in 
downtown 
households by 
city, 1990-2000*

Source: 
Birch (2005); City of 
Vancouver (2004); 
author’s analysis

*Vancouver statistics 
are for 1991-2001
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Since that time (post-dotcom-bubble), Denver’s downtown 
household growth has outpaced that in other Western cities

Growth in 
downtown 
individual income 
tax filers by city, 
2000-2003*

Source: 
author’s analysis of 
IRS data

*ZIP codes used to 
proxy downtowns
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Though the city itself is quite diverse, Denver has a “whiter”
downtown than most of its Western peers

Non-Hispanic 
white share of 
downtown 
population, 2000
Source: 
Brookings 
calculations of U.S. 
Census data
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Similar to Seattle, Denver’s downtown population is largely 
working-age, with few children but many seniors
Percentage of 
downtown 
population by age, 
2000
Source: 
Author’s analysis of 
Census data

% Under 18 % 25 to 64 % 65 and over

Denver 5.9 9.2 68.1 16.8
Oakland 9.3 9.0 59.2 22.6
Portland 2.2 19.7 66.3 11.9
San Diego 6.9 8.7 70.1 14.3
San Francisco 7.9 10.5 67.3 14.3
Seattle 4.9 11.4 68.1 15.6
Vancouver* 6.7 14.0 70.5 8.8

% 18 to 24

* certain Vancouver figures estimated from Census 2001 data
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Downtown Denver has somewhat smaller households on 
average than other Western downtowns

Average downtown 
household size, 
2000
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Denver has the most highly educated downtown population 
among Western peers, after a substantial increase in the 1990s  

Percentage of 
downtown adults 
with a bachelor’s 
degree, 1990-2000

Source: 
Author’s analysis of 
decennial census data
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Economically, knowledge industry growth favors downtowns

• Average labor productivity 
increases with increasing 
employment density

• Vibrant downtowns feed 
economic growth by attracting 
younger educated workers

• Density stimulates knowledge 
spillovers; dense local 
economies generate more 
patents per capita

• Cities’ economic function has 
shifted away from production, 
towards consumption
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Demographically, older workers and seniors will grow in 
demographic importance as the Baby Boom generation ages

Distribution of 
U.S. population by 
age, 2000 and 2020
Source: 
U.S. Census Bureau
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Projected growth 
rate by household 
type, 2000 to 2020

Source: 
Joint Center for 
Housing Studies 
(2006)
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As a result, childless married-couple and single-person households—
important downtown groups—will grow rapidly in coming years



THE BROOKINGS INSTITUTION METROPOLITAN POLICY PROGRAM

Still, in cities and regions like Denver, only a small minority of 
each household type lives downtown today

Percentage of 
households living 
downtown by 
household type, 
Denver, 2000

Source: 
Author’s analysis

0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

All 1-person Married w/
kids

Married w/o
kids

Single
parent

Other family Other
nonfamily

% of City % of Region



THE BROOKINGS INSTITUTION METROPOLITAN POLICY PROGRAM

Charting a Course for Downtown Living

Who lives downtown today?I

How does Downtown Denver stack up?II

Where is downtown living headed?III

Goals and considerations for Downtown DenverIV



THE BROOKINGS INSTITUTION METROPOLITAN POLICY PROGRAM

Denver is poised to reach The 1% Solution—capturing 1% of the 
region’s households in the downtown

Percentage of 
metropolitan 
households living 
in downtowns, 
2000*

Source: 
author’s analysis

*Vancouver: 2001
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What should Denver keep in mind to achieve/exceed this 
goal? 

Continue to pursue affordable housing region-wide

Avoid the “child desert”

Offer more green space

Preserve downtown as primary employment destination
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Though Denver’s downtown remains a major job center, it has lost 
“market share” recently to suburban employment centers

Change in 
private-sector 
jobs by 
metropolitan 
location, 
1998-2002
Source: 
author’s analysis
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Inclusionary zoning in a broader range of metropolitan 
jurisdictions can keep Downtown both affordable and competitive
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Denver, Boulder, 
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Denver lags well behind Western peers in the proportion of its 
land devoted to parks and open space

Source: 
Trust for Public Land 
(2004)

Green space

Land Area Park Area %
1 San Diego 207,575 42,449 20.4
2 San Francisco 29,884 5,226 17.5
3 Portland 85,964 13,357 15.5
4 Seattle 53,677 6,043 11.3
5 Vancouver 29,888 3,207 10.7
6 Oakland 35,875 3,831 10.7
7 Denver 98,142 6,877 7.0

City
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Denver should examine the educational opportunities available to
families living in and around the downtown

Avoiding the “child desert”

The schools were specifically designed to appeal to 
middle-class families living or working downtown

Chattanooga has one of the largest shares of 
families with children among U.S. downtowns

Schools partner with UT-Chattanooga (also 
downtown) for curricula and staff development

Chattanooga, TN opened two new magnet 
elementary schools in its downtown

Battle Academy

Brown Academy 
for Classical 

Studies
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www.brookings.edu/metro


