
OPPORTUNITIES
FOR THE TULSA REGION
IN THE CREATIVE AGE

RESONANCE

February 22, 2016

Embargoed Until Further Notice - Do Not Distribute



Page 2

INTRODUCTION // 3

WHO ARE THE CREATIVE CLASS? // 4
Innovation
Human Capital
Inclusion

TULSA AS A CREATIVE CITY // 5

OUR APPROACH // 6
The role of the university
The growth of the innovation ecosystem
The ability to attract and retain a professional class
The strong foundation of arts and culture

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS // 8
Tulsa’s Innovation Economy
Tulsa’s Human Capital
Tulsa’s Occupational Classes
The Creative Class
The Service Sector
The Working Sector
Tulsa’s Inclusion
Tulsa’s Quality of Place

TULSA’S CREATIVE 
STRENGTHS AND OPPORTUNITIES // 42

A University Town
A Growing Innovation Ecosystem
A Shift from “Brain Drain” to “Brain Gain”
A Strong Foundation of Arts and Culture

NEXT STEPS // 56

CONTENTS

Embargoed Until Further Notice - Do Not Distribute



Page 3

More than a century ago, the Tulsa region was awash 
with entrepreneurial excitement fueled by the massive 
oil fields nearby. An entire generation of corporations 
moved their headquarters to the “Oil Capital of the 
World,” and the industry’s self-made millionaires 
began to reshape the face of what had once been a 
sleepy town on the banks of the Arkansas River. A 
strong business and philanthropic community began 
to emerge, and their investments in building a vibrant 
art deco downtown and supporting performance and 
visual arts helped to transform Tulsa into a thriving
commercial center.

Oil’s boomtown days may be a thing of Tulsa’s past, 
but the industry’s legacy is still being felt today. A new 
generation of philanthropic leaders is carrying the 
torch where their predecessors left off. Investments 
in museums, art galleries, public spaces and the 
preservation of historic architecture are daily reminders 
of the titans who built the oil industry. But these 
investments are more than just a celebration of Tulsa’s 
heritage. They’re also the foundation for attracting a new 
class of entrepreneurs, thinkers and innovators, moving 
Tulsa from its industrial past into its creative future.

INTRODUCTION
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IN TULSA TODAY, THERE ARE NEARLY 
114,000 CREATIVE WORKERS, UP ALMOST 
10% IN THE LAST FIVE YEARS.

A term first coined by social and economic theorist 
Richard Florida, the “Creative Class” describes 
those whose primary function is to create new ideas, 
technologies and innovations.1 They are people who 
work in science and technology; arts and culture; 
business and management; and education. Simply put, 
they are a class of workers changing the trajectory of 
regions all across the world, including communities like 
the greater Tulsa region.

Today, the Creative Class makes up more than 30% of 
the U.S. workforce today – up from just 10% a century 
ago, and 20% three decades ago. It’s a demographic 
40 million strong already, a number that only continues 
to rise. In Tulsa today, there are nearly 114,000 creative 
workers, up almost 10% in the last five years.

While creative types do not share a collective identity, 
they do share a common ethos – one that embraces 
individuality, authenticity and merit. They are highly-
skilled and highly mobile, allowing them to seek out 
communities that value innovation, human capital
and inclusion.

1. Innovation

Communities with thriving tech scenes – nurtured by 
research universities and industry alike – promote the 
development of new ideas, innovations and inventions 
that can be transferred into scalable market
products and companies.

2. Human Capital
The way businesses make location decisions has 
fundamentally changed: no longer do firms move their 
headquarters based upon the cost of land, taxes or 
where the CEO lives. In today’s knowledge-based 
economy, companies are moving to where they can 
find access to highly educated and innovative talent. To 
prosper, a community must attract, nurture and retain 
its knowledge workforce. Communities must be
“brain-gain” regions.

3. Inclusion

A community must be inclusive and welcome people 
from all walks of life – artists and entertainers, gays and 
lesbians, and immigrants, among others. It is often the 
collaboration between diverse communities that sparks 
new ideas and innovations.

Innovation, human capital and inclusion all come 
together in place – the central social and economic 
organizing unit of the knowledge economy. Members 
of the Creative Class are clustering in communities and 
regions across the world with a strong quality of place 
– amenity-laden neighborhoods that offer an array 
of activities, are welcoming to diverse cultures and 
balance the natural and built environments. More so 
than ever before, place matters.

In this regard, Tulsa has positioned itself well. Strategic 
investments in arts, culture and placemaking give an 
appropriate nod to the region’s industrial past, while 
cultivating a unique sense of place that is critical to 
its future economic competitiveness. Tulsa’s ability to 
leverage these investments to attract and retain the 
knowledge class of the future will determine its prospects 
for growth in today and tomorrow’s modern day economy.

WHO ARE THE CREATIVE CLASS?

1 Florida, Richard. The Rise of the Creative Class, 2012.
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TULSA IS STILL SEARCHING FOR WAYS TO 
LEVERAGE ITS INCREDIBLE INVESTMENT 
IN ART, CULTURE AND DOWNTOWN 
REDEVELOPMENT TO ATTRACT THE 
KNOWLEDGE WORKFORCE.

While known for its rich oil and gas legacy, there’s 
much more to Tulsa’s economy of today than the drilling 
of the past. Today, the production of ideas is equally 
important as the Tulsa region develops into Oklahoma’s 
creative capital. Knowledge-based industries like 
healthcare, aerospace and technology have helped to 
diversify and strengthen Tulsa’s economy while adding 
to its creative and innovation capacity. Presently, Tulsa 
is a growth region where both population and median 
income are rising.

Although it has long been laying the groundwork for 
its knowledge-based future, for many outsiders, the 
thought of Tulsa conjures images of a conservative, 
production-driven town. Tulsa is still searching for ways 
to leverage its incredible investment in art, culture and 
downtown redevelopment to attract the knowledge 
workforce that’s so important in today’s
modern economy.

Some could argue that Tulsa is today what Nashville 
was 10 or 15 years ago. Like Nashville, Tulsa has a lot 
of opportunities to grow its knowledge and innovation 
economy. The seeds have been planted: younger 
professionals are increasingly drawn to areas like 
the Blue Dome District where they can dine at trendy 
restaurants, drink craft beer at upscale pubs and shop 
at local boutiques. The Brady Arts District has evolved 
into a living case study on how galleries, museums 
and live music venues lure people from the region all 
year long. Not to be outdone, the Philbrook Museum of 
Art offers stunning collections of art and magnificent 
garden landscapes. And the four-year-old Guthrie 
Green park has become a locus for community events, 
fundraisers, concerts and festivals.

These art and cultural assets are worth celebrating, but 
they are more than just amenities to the community. 
Indeed, these tremendous assets can be harnessed 
and built upon in order to ensure a robust economy and 
regional competitiveness in the modern
day innovation economy.

TULSA AS A CREATIVE CITY
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Resonance Consultancy has been engaged to 
understand Tulsa’s competitive advantages – and 
challenges – to create positioning strategies that inform 
the planning, product development, programming, 
policy and promotion of the greater Tulsa region. 
Doing so first requires a thorough understanding of the 
fundamental and underlying economic drivers of the 
region, as well as the travel, tourism and place assets 
of the community. This piece examines the former and 
outlines economic development opportunities for Tulsa 
in an increasingly knowledge-driven economy.

Our research has been informed by the significant 
research and economic development planning that 
has already been done in Tulsa to date. The City of 
Tulsa and the Tulsa Regional Chamber of Commerce 
have invested significant resources in these studies, 
including Tulsa’s Future, the region’s ongoing public-
private economic development strategy.2 This work
is to be commended.

Tulsa’s Future III was last updated in 2014 by Market 
Street Services. Tulsa’s Future III creates a competitive 
dashboard that ranks Tulsa on a variety of metrics 
against nine other metro areas: Dallas, Indianapolis, 
Kansas City, Little Rock, Louisville, Oklahoma City, 
Omaha, Shreveport and Wichita. A series of reports 
compares Tulsa’s economic performance, workforce 
competitiveness, innovation and entrepreneurship, 
business environment, and quality of life compared to 
the other nine benchmark metros.

The goal of our research is not to recreate or duplicate 
the work already done by Market Street Services and 
others. Instead, we wanted to understand how Tulsa’s 
economy was performing in the Creative Age.

To do so, we used the Market Street study as a starting 
point. We then added three additional growing metros 
to the benchmarks used in Tulsa’s Future: Portland, 
Nashville and Austin. We updated the dashboard to 
include 50 additional metrics of economic development 
and competitiveness, and we developed an 
occupational analysis to truly understand Tulsa’s
skills and capabilities.

Finally, we aggregated a number of datasets to analyze 
how well the Tulsa region and the benchmark metros 
compare on the four drivers of creativity: innovation, 
human capital, inclusion and quality of place.

To supplement our literature review, initial interviews 
and data collected from the updated benchmarking 
analysis, we conducted several focus groups with 
individuals across industries, including academia, 
technology, non-profit organizations, arts and culture, 
government and various other stakeholder groups. 
Focus groups were held in November and
December of 2015.

OUR APPROACH

2  “Tulsa’s Future,” an ongoing economic development strategy prepared 
for the Tulsa Regional Chamber, 
can be found at http://www.growmetrotulsa.com/.
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The goal of these conversations was to provide 
a qualitative assessment of Tulsa’s strengths, 
weaknesses and opportunities as they relate to the 
four pillars of creative communities. Doing so led us to 
investigate the following questions:

1. The role of the university
Tulsa is home to two private institutions, the University 
of Tulsa and Oral Roberts, with approximately 8,000 
undergraduate and graduate students. That said, the 
majority of students attend public institutions, and the 
public higher education system in Tulsa is unlike any 
other in the nation: To matriculate into the University 
of Oklahoma or Oklahoma State University at Tulsa, 
students must first complete their freshman and 
sophomore years at Tulsa Community College.
How can Tulsa leverage this unique university environment 
to attract and retain human capital and foster tech growth?

2. The growth of the innovation ecosystem
Despite its reputation as a traditional, 9-to-5 corporate 
town, Tulsa’s innovation ecosystem has expanded 
over the past five years. Yet many entrepreneurs only 
engage in their business on a part-time basis, and the 
startup community that exists is fragmented.
What is needed to strengthen Tulsa’s innovation 
ecosystem and capitalize on the investments being made 
by the Tulsa Regional Chamber and other organizations?

3.  The ability to attract and retain 
a professional class

Tulsa has many assets and amenities that make it an 
attractive place to live, work, play and raise a family. Its 
low cost of living is one that stakeholders routinely cite; 
others note it is a place where creative workers can 
be a “big fish in a little sea” unlike Silicon Valley or San 

Jose. Still, many of its talented workers leave the area 
after graduating from college.
How can Tulsa better attract and retain the educated
and skilled professionals needed to become a “Brain 
Gain” community?

4. The strong foundation of arts and culture
Tulsa’s rich oil and gas history has created a network of 
highly-engaged philanthropists, from the George Kaiser 
Family Foundation to the Lobeck-Taylor Foundation. 
Though it was only started in 1998, the Tulsa Community 
Foundation today manages approximately $4 billion, 
making it one of the largest community foundations in 
the nation. Collectively, Tulsa’s philanthropic community 
is investing heavily in art and culture, downtown districts 
and various placemaking activities.
How can Tulsa build upon these assets and promote itself 
as an alternative to cities like Portland, Nashville, Austin and 
Oklahoma City? How can it commercialize its cultural capital?

These four issue areas—the university system, the 
startup and tech economy, the need to attract and 
retain human capital, and a robust art and culture 
industry—form the framework for understanding Tulsa’s 
creative economy. Addressing these topics allows Tulsa 
to build upon the economic development and export 
cluster initiatives of the regional chamber, and helps 
Tulsa establish its value proposition heading
into the Creative Age.

The resulting economic development analysis provides 
a snapshot as to “where Tulsa is today” and provides 
insight as to how Tulsa can shape its competitive 
identity, business strategy and placemaking
efforts for the future.

OUR APPROACH (CONT’D)

HOW CAN TULSA COMMERCIALIZE ITS CULTURAL CAPITAL?
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Metro Tulsa is home to nearly 955,000 residents, 
representing 4.0% growth between 2010 and 2014. The 
city’s growth lags Austin (+12.7%), Nashville (+12.3%) 
and Oklahoma City (+6.5%). While Tulsa’s growth 
has been slower than other metros, this slower pace 
affords the region an opportunity to manage it. As some 
stakeholders noted during the roundtable conversations, 
there are heightened concerns about the impact of 
growth, especially the gentrification in neighborhoods 
like Brady Heights, Blue Dome and Whittier.

In addition to population growth, the Tulsa region 
experienced an uptick in employment coming out of the 
recession, too. Tulsa’s workforce of 444,000 represents 
6.4% growth between 2010 and 2014, putting it in the 
middle of benchmark metros. Troubling, though, is 
that employment growth appears to have tapered over 
the past year. Total non-farm employment tallied just 
447,400 in November 2015—the lowest year over year 
employment growth of any comparative
metro but Shreveport.

While Tulsa ranks near the bottom in median household 
income ($49,255), it ranks 4th in terms of income 
growth (+5.9%) between 2010 and 2014. Only Oklahoma 
City (+8.4%), Austin (+7.5%) and Shreveport (+6.5%) had 
higher growth rates. Indianapolis was the only metro to 
experience a decline in its median household
income (-1.2%).

BY ALL INDICATIONS, THE TULSA REGION 
IS MAKING STEADY ECONOMIC PROGRESS 
RELATIVE TO ITS PEERS.

Gross Regional Product (GRP), a frequently used 
measure to determine the size of a regional economy, 
is defined as the market value of all goods and services 
produced within a metropolitan area in a given period of 
time. Although Tulsa’s GRP ($56bn) is smaller than many 
of its peer metros like Dallas ($504bn), Portland ($159bn) 
and Nashville ($106bn), its GRP growth rate (20.2%) puts 
Tulsa in the middle of the pack. In fact, Tulsa’s per capita 
GRP growth rate (+7.7%) is on par with Austin (+9.9%) 
and Nashville (+9.5%) and ahead of Oklahoma City 
(+6.5%). This growth is to be expected coming out of the 
Great Recession, though not all cities showed positive 
growth: Indianapolis, Wichita and Shreveport all had 
shrinking economies by this measure.

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS
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Population (2014)

Dallas

Portland

Kansas City

Indianapolis

Austin

Nashville

Oklahoma City

Louisville

Tulsa

Omaha

Little Rock

Wichita

Shreveport

6,703,020

2,288,796

2,040,869

1,931,182

1,835,016

1,730,515

1,297,998

1,253,305

954,055

886,157

716,849

636,095

445,305

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 2014

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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Population Growth (2010-2014)

Shreveport

Austin

Indianapolis

Nashville

Dallas

Oklahoma City

Portland

Little Rock

Omaha

Wichita

Tulsa

Kansas City

Louisville

13.2%

12.7%

12.5%

12.3%

8.9%

6.5%

5.4%

5.1%

4.8%

4.4%

4.0%

2.1%

-0.7%

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 2010-2014

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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Median Household Income (2014)

Austin

Dallas

Portland

Omaha

Kansas City

Nashville

Indianapolis

Wichita

Oklahoma City

Louisville

Tulsa

Little Rock

Shreveport

$61,900

$59,175

$58,832

$57,357

$57,056

$52,805

$52,434

$51,059

$50,967

$50,386

$49,255

$49,179

$43,779

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 2014

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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Median Household Income Growth (2010-2014)

8.4%

7.5%

6.5%

5.9%

5.4%

5.0%

5.0%

5.0%

4.5%

4.0%

2.4%

2.3%

-1.2%

Oklahoma City

Austin

Shreveport

Tulsa

Louisville

Little Rock

Wichita

Dallas

Portland

Omaha

Nashville

Kansas City

Indianapolis

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 2010-2014

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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Gross Regional Product Growth (2010-2014)

34.2%

31.9%

25.9%

22.1%

20.7%

20.2%

16.1%

13.5%

13.4%

13.2%

13.0%

7.5%

6.0%

Dallas

Austin

Nashville

Oklahoma City

Omaha

Tulsa

Louisville

Little Rock

Indianapolis

Kansas City

Portland

Wichita

Shreveport

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 2010-2014

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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1. Tulsa’s Innovation Economy

Many focus group members were quick to describe 
Tulsa as a productive city, but not one that is 
particularly innovative. The data provides the foundation 
for this assessment.

IF FEWER STARTUP COMPANIES GROW 
AND FLOURISH, LESS VENTURE CAPITAL 
WILL FLOW TO THE REGION.

One metric we examined was how Tulsa compared 
to other metro areas on the Milken Institute’s “Tech 
Pole” index, a measure of high-technology industry 
concentration and growth. Tulsa’s location quotient 
was just 0.54, meaning that its high-tech GRP is half 
the national average. Tulsa performs better on the Tech 
Pole index than Oklahoma City, but is far behind metros 
like Austin (1.94) and Portland (2.97).

Patent production is another key indicator of a region’s 
innovation potential. From 2009 to 2013, there were only 
708 patents filed in Tulsa. This is the equivalent of 74 
patents filed per 100,000 residents, which is on par with 
Wichita, Nashville, Louisville and Oklahoma City. 

Stakeholders explained that even some of Tulsa’s 
brightest entrepreneurs remain hesitant to give up their 
six-figure IT jobs to pursue their ideas in earnest, which 
has created an atmosphere of part-time innovation 
that is no doubt stifling Tulsa’s patent production. As 
one roundtable participant so aptly put it, the nature 
of Tulsa’s innovation economy today means that “I can 
go get a very well-paid, lucrative, cubicle, 9-to-5 job, 

and at 5 p.m., I can check out, drink beer, ride my bike, 
do what I want. I’m not going into the job market again 
when that startup or prototype doesn’t pan out.” This 
gives credence to the idea that Tulsa is still very much
a “company town.”

The number of freelancers is also indicative of Tulsa’s 
corporate mentality. There are only 69,000 freelancers 
in Tulsa, a number that has grown just 1.4% between 
2009 and 2013. Only Louisville (+0.3%) had slower 
growth of non-payroll employment. Dallas (+12.4%), 
Nashville (+12.4%), Indianapolis (+14.6%), Austin 
(+15.8%) and Shreveport (+20.7%) all saw double-digit 
growth. During that same time, Tulsa was one of only 
four benchmark cities to experience a decline in the 
number of its business establishments (-0.6%).

This creates a dubious cycle: the weaker the startup 
culture, the fewer entrepreneurs there will be. If fewer 
startup companies grow and flourish, less venture 
capital will flow to the region. The less venture capital in 
the region, the weaker the innovation ecosystem will be, 
and so on.

Tulsa has yet to break the cycle. The city does not even 
rank among the top 144 cities in the U.S. for venture 
capital according to the National Venture Capital 
Association. Just as Tulsa’s innovators are risk-adverse, 
so, too, are its investors.

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)

High Tech Index (2015)

2.97

1.94

1.62

1.52

1.43

1.43

1.18

0.64

0.61

0.54

0.52

0.42

0.38

Portland

Austin

Indianapolis

Wichita

Little Rock

Dallas

Kansas City

Nashville

Omaha

Tulsa

Louisville

Oklahoma City

Shreveport

Source: Milken Institute Best Performing Cities Ranking 2015

National Average = 1.0
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TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)

U.S. Patents (2010-2013)

12,387

11,546

8,789

3,385

2,665

987

831

708

628

583

563

248

141

Austin

Dallas

Portland

Kansas City

Indianapolis

Nashville

Louisville

Tulsa

Oklahoma City

Omaha

Wichita

Little Rock

Shreveport

Source: U.S. Patent and Trade Office 2010-2013

Embargoed Until Further Notice - Do Not Distribute



Page 17

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)

U.S. Patents Per 100K Residents (2010-2013)

675

384

172

166

138

89

74

66

66

57

48

35

32

Austin

Portland

Dallas

Kansas City

Indianapolis

Wichita

Tulsa

Louisville

Omaha

Nashville

Oklahoma City

Little Rock

Shreveport

Source: U.S. Patent and Trade Office 2010-2013 and U.S. Census American Community Survey 2010-2014
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2. Tulsa’s Human Capital

The slow growth of Tulsa’s knowledge economy 
can largely be attributed to the area’s educational 
attainment. More than 40% of the workforce aged 
25 and older has only a high school degree or less. 
One-third of the workforce has some college or an 
Associate’s Degree, which is on par with Tulsa’s peer 
cities. Surprisingly, despite Tulsa’s strong community 
college system, the metro has experienced the third 
slowest growth (+7.0%) on this metric, ahead of only 
Kansas City (+6.5%) and Louisville (+3.6%).

With only 25.6% of the workforce holding a Bachelor’s 
Degree or higher, Tulsa ranks lower than the U.S. 
average. This can largely be explained by Tulsa’s 
robust production-based economy. A look at Tulsa’s 
most creative peers shows the importance of higher-
education: In communities like Austin (41.0%), Portland 
(34.9%), Kansas City (33.6%) and even Omaha (33.4%), 
knowledge-based workers are drawing on their 
university educations, experiences and resources to 
churn out a consistent stream of new ideas, innovations 
and creativity—and bolstering their local economies
in the process.

THE SLOW GROWTH OF TULSA’S 
KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY CAN LARGELY 
BE ATTRIBUTED TO THE AREA’S 
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT. MORE THAN 
40% OF THE WORKFORCE AGED 25 AND 
OLDER HAS ONLY A HIGH SCHOOL DEGREE 
OR LESS.

As we look to Tulsa’s future, it is evident that the region needs 
to grow its share of highly-skilled, highly-educated workers. 
Focus group participants expressed worry over recent cuts 
to public school funding. Not only are today’s public school 
students the workforce of Tulsa’s future, but underperforming 
schools drive away knowledge workers – a demographic that 
places high value on educational attainment.

Tulsa will need a two-pronged approach to improving 
human capital: the city will need to stop its “brain drain” 
and it will need to expand through “brain gain.” Perhaps 
lured by the city’s investments in art, culture and music, 
we find that nearly 3% of people were new to the Tulsa 
region in 2014, on par with Dallas and Louisville but 
behind Portland, Austin and Nashville.

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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Bachelor’s Degree and Higher% of Residents
25 and Older (2014)

41.0%

34.9%

33.6%

33.4%

32.0%

31.4%

30.8%

28.5%

28.4%

27.9%

26.8%

25.9%

22.4%

Austin

Portland

Kansas City

Omaha

Dallas

Nashville

Indianapolis

Oklahoma City

Wichita

Little Rock

Louisville

Tulsa

Shreveport

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 2014

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)

Bachelor’s Degree and Higher Growth %
of Residents, 25 and Older (2010-2014)

20.5%

20.1%

19.5%

14.6%

14.4%

12.5%

12.3%

12.0%

10.6%

10.3%

9.9%

8.9%

7.7%

Shreveport

Austin

Nashville

Indianapolis

Dallas

Oklahoma City

Wichita

Portland

Little Rock

Louisville

Omaha

Tulsa

Kansas City

Source: U.S. Census American Community Survey 2010-2014
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3. Tulsa’s Occupational Classes

For more than a century, Tulsa has been a place that 
makes things – and that legacy won’t disappear. Tulsa 
will always be a place that makes things. Portland, 
Nashville and others have proven that industrial areas 
can evolve into creative centers without giving up their 
productive capacity. For Tulsa to do so, it will require
an influx of knowledge workers. The databelow
are illustrative.

We assessed Tulsa’s workforce across three broad 
occupational classes: the Creative Class, the Service 
Sector and the Working Sector. As noted above, the 
Creative Class represents highly-skilled innovators and 
creators. Meanwhile, the Service Sector is comprised 
of occupations such as food service, janitors and 
groundskeepers, personal care attendants, clerical 
workers and security guards. The Working Sector 
includes those whose jobs are in manufacturing, 
production, construction and transportation.

FOR MORE THAN A CENTURY, TULSA HAS 
BEEN A PLACE THAT MAKES THINGS – 
AND THAT LEGACY WON’T DISAPPEAR. 
TULSA WILL ALWAYS BE A PLACE THAT 
MAKES THINGS.

Among Tulsa’s workforce, 26.5% are in the Creative 
Class, 45.5% are in the Service Sector and 27.9% are in 
the Working Sector.

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)

Creative Class % of Workforce (2014)

34.1%

32.8%

31.2%

30.8%

30.7%

30.0%

29.6%

29.4%

29.4%

27.4%

26.5%

25.5%

24.5%

Austin

Portland

Kansas City

Little Rock

Oklahoma City

Indianapolis

Omaha

Nashville

Dallas

Wichita

Tulsa

Louisville

Shreveport

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014
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TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)

Service Sector % (2014)

49.9%

47.6%

46.7%

46.4%

45.9%

45.6%

45.5%

45.0%

44.8%

44.7%

43.7%

43.6%

42.6%

Shreveport

Austin

Dallas

Little Rock

Kansas City

Omaha

Tulsa

Oklahoma City
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Working Sector % (2014)
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Tulsa Occupational Clusters LQ (2014)
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Tulsa Occupational Clusters Employment (2014)
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TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS ARE A 
REFLECTION OF ITS PRODUCTION-BASED 
PAST AND ITS ROBUST EXPORT 
CLUSTERS TODAY.

4. The Creative Class

•  Tulsa’s Creative Class is 7% smaller than the 
national average, ranking just above Louisville and 
Shreveport. Of the benchmark cities, Austin has the 
greatest proportion of Creative Class workers (34.1%), 
followed by Portland (32.8%) and Kansas City (31.2%). 
Oklahoma City is not far behind (30.7%).

•  While Tulsa’s Creative Class is smaller than most of 
its peer cities, its Creative Class earns more than 
many of the creative workers elsewhere. The average 
salary of a Creative Class worker in Tulsa is $69,737, 
which is higher than Oklahoma City ($68,184), Omaha 
($68,140) and Louisville ($67,251). The fact that Tulsa’s 
Creative Class earns relatively high salaries compared 
to those in other cities speaks to Tulsa’s strengths in 
aerospace, healthcare and engineering. This attribute 
is noteworthy given Tulsa’s relatively low cost of living, 
making this a competitive advantage for the region.

•  The average household income of a Tulsa Creative 
Class worker is $111,519 – more than double the Tulsa 
median household income.

•  Six in ten Creative Class workers in Tulsa have a 
Bachelor’s Degree or higher but only two in ten have a 
Graduate Degree.

•  Tulsa’s knowledge-based clusters above the national 
average include Architecture and Engineering (+19%), 
Legal (+18%) and Management (+14%). Already among 
Tulsa’s occupational strengths, each of these clusters 
has shown tremendous growth since 2009 at 20%, 
18% and 9%, respectively. The continued growth of 
Engineering talent can largely be attributed to Tulsa’s 
strong aerospace cluster.

•  Creative Class occupational clusters below the 
national average include Healthcare Practitioners 
(-5%), Education (-18%), Business and Finance (-24%), 
Arts, Media and Design (-34%), Science (-36%) 
and Computer and Mathematical (-37%). The size 
of the Science workforce, though, has more than 
doubled (+53.6%) between 2010 and 2014; Science 
represents Tulsa’s single fastest growing occupational 
cluster – Creative Class or otherwise. Moreover, the 
investments greater Tulsa has made in arts, culture 
and innovation represent an opportunity for Tulsa 
to grow its creative core – arts, media, design, and 
science and technology.

•  Tulsa’s creative strengths are a reflection of its 
production-based past and its robust export clusters 
today. The Tulsa region can leverage this foundation 
as it builds upon and diversifies its creative economy 
moving forward.

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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5. The Service Sector

•  Forty-five percent of Tulsa’s workforce is in the 
Service Sector, on par with national average. The 
average service worker salary is $30,555.

•  Tulsa’s Service Sector occupational clusters above 
the national average include Office and Administrative 
Support (+7%) and Sales (+3%). Office and 
Administrative Support has been decreasing 1.7% 
since 2009, while Sales positions have grown 
4% in that time.

6. The Working Sector

•  As mentioned, the Tulsa region is one of only a 
handful of American metros that sill makes and 
exports goods. Tulsa’s Working Sector speaks to this: 
its 119,400 employees represent 27.9% of Tulsa’s 
workforce, a whopping 20% larger than the national 
average for a metro the size of Tulsa. Tulsa ranks 
2nd among the benchmark cities for the greatest 
percentage of Working Sector employees, behind 
only Louisville (30.8%).

•  Production-based workers in Tulsa earn an average 
annual salary of $37,920 – 4th among 
the benchmark cities.

•  Tulsa’s Working Sector occupational clusters above 
the national average include Production (+44%), 
Construction (+23%) and Installation and Maintenance 
(+19%). While Construction and Installation and 
Maintenance have experienced less than 1% growth 
since 2009, Production jobs have increased by 15% 
during this time.

If there was any question about whether Tulsa is 
still a place that makes things, data put that to rest. 
Tulsa’s production-based heritage is something for 
the community to honor and celebrate. The growth 
and direction of Tulsa’s creative economy build off 
that production capacity. But for the Tulsa metro to 
be competitive with other creative communities in the 
future, its knowledge-based workforce will have to 
branch out beyond the export clusters. Expansion of 
the region’s nascent innovation ecosystem and the 
commercialization of arts and culture will be important 
steps in moving that diversification forward.

TULSA’S PRODUCTION-BASED HERITAGE 
IS SOMETHING FOR THE COMMUNITY TO 
HONOR AND CELEBRATE.

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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IN CONTRAST TO OKLAHOMA MORE 
GENERALLY, TULSA STANDS OUT AS 
AN OPEN, ARTISTIC ENCLAVE AND 
SHOULD BE PROMOTED AS SUCH AS 
THE REGION CONTINUES TO SHAPE ITS 
CREATIVE IDENTITY.

7. Tulsa’s Inclusion

Communities today thrive when they are welcoming to 
people of diverse background; it is the intermingling of 
unconventional people – gays, immigrants, artists and 
others – that nurtures creativity and innovation.

A number of indices have been developed to measure 
a metro’s tolerance. First, the Bohemian (“Boho”) Index 
ranks metros on their presence of artists and entertainers. 
Second, the Melting Pot Index measures the number of 
immigrants and foreign-born nationals residing in an area, 
and provides an overarching assessment of a region’s 
diversity. Finally, the Gay and Lesbian Index examines the 
concentration of gays and lesbians in any given region.

Collectively, these indices provide a valuable tool for 
evaluating how inclusive a community is, and how 
likely it is to attract a professional class of workers. The 
indices use a location quotient as a measure of how a 
metro performs, with 1.0 being the national average. 
Metros that perform below 1.0 fall below the national 
average, and those above 1.0 are higher. For instance, a 
metro that scores 1.2 on any given index would perform 
20% higher than the national average.

•  Tulsa scores 1.37 on the Boho Index. The metro’s 
performance on the Boho Index is a reflection of the 

tremendous investment that has been made in arts 
and culture, though it still ranks below peers regions 
such as Portland (2.39), Austin (2.38), Nashville (2.26) 
and Kansas City (1.60). Tulsa only out-performed 
Shreveport and Wichita.

•  Tulsa scores 0.45 on the Melting Pot Index, meaning 
that its immigrant population is nearly 55% smaller 
than the national average. Only two of the benchmark 
metros ranked higher on the Melting Pot Index than 
the national average: Dallas (1.34) and Austin (1.12). 
Otherwise, all benchmark cities showed diversity 
lower than the U.S. average.

•  Tulsa ranks first among all benchmark cities for its share of 
non-white and non-black population (19.4%). In particular, 
focus group participants talked about the creativity within 
the Native American community and how there was 
opportunity to celebrate this culture to a greater extent.

•  Just over 11% of Tulsa’s families are living below the 
poverty line; this grows to 18.4% when we looked at 
percentage of families with children living below the 
poverty line – which, along with Oklahoma City, is the 
second highest of all benchmark cities.

•  Tulsa scores 0.91 on the Gay and Lesbian Index, 
which is among the middle of all benchmark cities. 
Tulsa ranks slightly lower on the Gay Index alone 
(0.76) but higher on the Lesbian Index (1.05).

Though Tulsa has been slower than some of it peers 
in attracting foreign-born and immigrant populations, 
it still proves to be an inclusive place for people of all 
racial and socioeconomic backgrounds. In contrast to 
Oklahoma more generally, Tulsa stands out as an open, 
artistic enclave and should be promoted as such as the 
region continues to shape its creative identity.

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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Boho Index (2014)
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Melting Pot Index (2014)
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Non-White and Non-Black Population (2014)
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Percentage of Families with Children
Living Below Poverty Line (2014)
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Gay and Lesbian Index (2014)
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THE NEW YORK TIMES NAMED TULSA ONE 
OF “52 PLACES TO GO IN 2015” CITING THE 
NEW MUSEUMS THAT HAVE OPENED IN THE 
BRADY ARTS DISTRICT, THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF THE GATHERING PLACE RIVERFRONT 
PARK AND THE ROUTE 66 EXPERIENCE, AN 
INTERPRETIVE CENTER THAT CELEBRATES 
“MAIN STREET AMERICA.”

8. Tulsa’s Quality of Place

One of the primary reasons cities have experienced 
such a resurgence in recent years is that today’s 
knowledge workforce places a high value on the quality 
of life amenities that communities like Tulsa offer: from 
local breweries to dining, from bike paths to art exhibits 
– urban areas cater to a broad range of interests.

But when it comes time to settling down long-term, a 
handful of traditional metrics still rule the day.

•  The cost of living in Tulsa is nearly 14% lower than the 
U.S. average, and ranks lowest among all benchmark 
cities. This competitive advantage was routinely cited 
by roundtable participants, including one who noted 
that the “general life cycle trend is to go somewhere 
outside of Oklahoma after college for 3 to 5 years, 
come back, marry, have a family and stay here” 
because they can afford to do so more easily than 
other metro areas. In 2015, the average single family 
home cost just $151,700 in Tulsa.

•  Tulsa has a very short commute time, coming in at 
only 21.3 minutes.

•  Tulsa has a higher Walk Score (36.0) than Austin 
(35.4), Kansas City (32.1), Oklahoma City (31.6) 
and Nashville (26.5).

•  Tulsa’s Bike Score (43.6) is higher than Indianapolis 
(41.1.), Kansas City (40.3), Oklahoma City (39.8) 
and Nashville (32.8).

•  Very few Tulsa residents (0.6%) use public transit to 
get to work, which is not that unlike the workforce in 
the other benchmark cities. The highest proportion 
was in Portland (6.2%), followed by Austin (2.4%) at a 
distant second. The proportion of residents who use 
public transit to get to work has grown 12.1% in Tulsa 
between 2010 and 2014; the 3rd highest of all cities 
behind only Nashville (23.0%) and Omaha (15.2%). 
The lack of public transit options in Tulsa is one of the 
reasons why the Tulsa Young Professionals (TYPros) 
efforts to bring ride-sharing service Uber to the region 
proved to be such a win for the Tulsa community. 
This is an incredibly valuable amenity for a tech savvy 
generation that has come to expect these services 
from their community.

•  As of 2013, Tulsa had 286 Arts and Recreation 
Establishments—a concentration that is a little less 
than that the national average. The investments Tulsa 
has made in arts and culture in recent years will only 
boost its relative performance. In fact, the New York 
Times named Tulsa one of “52 Places to Go in 2015” 
citing the new museums that have opened in the 
Brady Arts District, the development of the Gathering 
Place riverfront park and the Route 66 Experience, an 
interpretive center that celebrates  
“Main Street America.”3

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)

3  Moon, Freda. “52 Places to Go in 2015,” The New York Times. 
December 21, 2015. 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/01/11/travel/52-places-to-
go-in-2015.html?_r=1

Embargoed Until Further Notice - Do Not Distribute



Page 37

In summary, data from the benchmark analysis 
indicates that Tulsa is a region that is growing 
(population and income). Tulsa’s strengths in 
engineering, architecture and business management 
provide a solid foundation for the region to build upon 
for the future. Though the creative core – arts, music, 
entertainment, media and design – is still small in Tulsa, 
recent investments in arts and culture give reason to 
believe that the share of residents employed in these 
industries will continue to increase. The same logic 
holds true regarding Tulsa’s innovation ecosystem: 
while still in its infancy today, the nurturing of startups 
through business support programs, incubators and the 
like will help the cluster mature.

Much like the Tulsa’s Future economic development 
strategy is updated every five years, these new 
economy benchmarks should be monitored as well. 
As Tulsa continues to define its competitive identity in 
the knowledge economy, it would be well served by 
updating these metrics each year to understand where 
progress is being made and where investments are 
proving most fruitful.

TULSA BY THE NUMBERS (CONT’D)
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Cost of Living Index (2015) National Average = 100
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Walk Score (2015)
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Bike Score (2015)
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Public Transit to Work (2014)
(Share of Total Workforce)
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IMPRESSIVELY, NEARLY ALL THOSE 
INTERVIEWED IN ROUNDTABLE 
DISCUSSIONS EXPRESSED EXCITEMENT 
ABOUT TULSA'S FUTURE.

Tulsa’s deep roots in the oil and gas industry, and more 
recently, its strong ties to advanced manufacturing and 
aerospace, have created an economy heavily based 
upon production. Tulsa’s proven track record as a place 
that makes things has benefited the regional economy 
in the past and still stands to do so today. The key to 
Tulsa’s future success is ensuring that its production 
capacity translates into economic prosperity in today’s 
knowledge economy.

In addition to the benchmarking analysis above, 
a series of stakeholder interviews and roundtable 
discussions provided insight as to Tulsa’s new economy 
strengths and opportunities. Impressively, nearly all 
those who were interviewed expressed excitement over 
Tulsa’s future. They cited investments in downtown as a 
catalyst for the city’s revival; including the $220 million, 
19,200-seat BOK Arena and the $39.2 million Oneok 
Field minor league baseball park which draw people 
from throughout the region.

Many of these investments were made possible by 
Tulsa’s strong philanthropic community, including the 
Tulsa Community Foundation, the Lobeck Taylor Family 
Foundation and the George Kaiser Family Foundation, 
which in recent years has spearheaded efforts to 
revitalize the Brady Arts District on the northern 
end of downtown. Here, a diverse set of new shops, 

restaurants, art galleries and museums are intertwined 
with historical and cultural icons like the Brady Theater 
and Cain’s Ballroom, a dance hall turned music venue 
that consistently ranks among the top 20 in the world 
for venues of that size.

“Some people have said Tulsa is the new Austin,” one 
stakeholder said before another jumped in and clarified:

“TULSA HAS ITS OWN THING… 
IT’S MORE THAN UNIQUE.“

There’s something about this crossroads that we 
have, being in the center of the United States, that has 
allowed Tulsa and its art community to meld so many 
different influences together in something that is very 
much our own. It’s hard to put your finger on it,” she 
said, “but it’s very much alive.”

The trouble is that few people know about the 
great things happening in Tulsa. The Tulsa Regional 
Chamber has provided tremendous leadership in 
coordinating regional stakeholders and aligning efforts 
and resources around downtown revitalization and 
placemaking, but there still exists a need to build and 
brand Tulsa’s creative economy. Our research looks at 
four key areas of opportunity as Tulsa sets out to do so.

TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS 
AND OPPORTUNITIES
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1. A University Town

The thought of Tulsa doesn’t exactly conjure the image 
of “College Town, USA;” however, there are upwards of 
50,000 students enrolled in colleges and universities in 
the Tulsa area.

Tulsa’s university system cannot necessarily compete 
with college towns like Boston, Ann Arbor or Seattle 
– where research universities attract some of the 
world’s brightest minds in search of the next medical 
breakthrough or life-altering technology – but it doesn’t 
have to. Tulsa is more of a workforce-readiness 
university town that excels in providing the skills and 
training necessary to prepare graduates for the jobs 
that industry partners deem in highest demand; and 
it does so at an incredibly low cost compared to the 
colleges and universities in coastal cities.

The public university system in Oklahoma is noteworthy 
in its own right. Students must complete two years at 
their local community college before they begin junior- 
and senior-level coursework at one of the state’s public 
universities. Given Oklahoma’s traditionally blue-collar 
workforce, this linear model was designed to cater
to commuters and students who needed to take 
courses at night. The system largely serves that
same function today.

“Most of my students have had a break in their higher 
education,” one university stakeholder told us. “Either 
they didn’t go right out of high school or they did, but 
didn’t finish and now they’re coming back. They’re non-
traditional students.”

On the surface, the community college component may 
sound familiar. Students take courses as they’re able to 
and if they finish their Associate’s Degree, they can look 
to transfer into a larger university in pursuit of a Bachelor’s 
Degree. Where Tulsa stands out from other metros is that 
it only has one community college, and that community 
college has very specific articulation agreements with 
schools that provide junior- and senior-level courses 
so students move through the system seamlessly. “If 
you take those courses at Tulsa Community College, 
we’re guaranteed to transfer those directly into our 
university,”said one roundtable participant.

The linear progression benefits from the fact that 
Oklahoma did not adopt public higher education 
until the 1970s. The lack of well-entrenched policies 
created an opportunity for Tulsa’s colleges and 
universities to collaborate and carve out distinct roles 
and responsibilities for each partner. “It’s incredibly 
efficient,” said one university administrator. “That’s 
our forte – simple, vertical integration and vertical 
partnerships.” “Sometimes my regents have not 
understood this, that Tulsa expects us to cooperate and 
get along,” said another.

These collaborative efforts are matched by the 
colleges’ and universities’ collaboration with industry. 
The programs offered are very closely aligned with 
the skillsets needed by the region’s local industries, 
including advanced manufacturing, aerospace, energy 
and healthcare. For instance, Maytag operates a major 
plant just north of downtown where it manufactures 
more than 80,000 units per day. Maytag has a regular 
need for machinists, technicians and business 
managers to oversee the others. Coursework has 
specifically been tailored to meet those needs.

TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS 
AND OPPORTUNITIES (CONT’D)
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Similar training programs have been developed to 
meet the local healthcare industry’s need for registered 
nurses and mental health workers. Even retail has 
benefited: Tulsa Tech partnered with Macy’s to create 
a long-term training program for employees at its new 
regional distribution center.

“Our niche is that certificate,” one person told us. 
Advisory boards help to craft the curricula of the 
training programs, and then student learn the skills 
necessary to earn industry-approved certificates.

TULSA MAY NOT BE A TRADITIONAL 
COLLEGE TOWN, BUT IT HAS MOLDED 
ITSELF INTO A REGION ACUTELY FOCUSED 
ON SKILL DEVELOPMENT AND 
JOB PLACEMENT.

“There’s a fundamental shift in the way we 
communicate Tulsa's collegiate experience. The 
stereotypical traditional scope—this normal scope of 
a collegiate experience is you go to high school, you 
graduate, you get the acceptance letter, you pledge a 
fraternity—you have this traditional pathway. And that’s 
not the pathway here.”

From an economic development perspective, this 
university model is a homerun—and one that the 
community should heavily promote. Tulsa may not be a 
traditional college town, but it has molded itself into a 
region acutely focused on skill development
and job placement.

“A lot of first generation students come through the 
public university system…people who were trying to 
get off the welfare system to be a member of society 
and feel accomplished in themselves and their families,” 
explained one university administrator. “And we have 
placed so many students from our programs into jobs 
in the community. Our placement rate is 85% to 90%.”

Tulsa’s focus on job placement in the short-term should 
not overshadow its efforts to keep students in the 
higher ed pipeline. A roundtable participant explains: 
“A Bachelor’s Degree may not be what a student needs 
right now. Quite frankly, he may need the experience on 
the job. But that doesn’t mean a Bachelor’s Degree is 
not an option. Because in Tulsa, it’s always an option.”

Roundtable participants were quick to point out that 
for all the benefits of Tulsa’s university system, it is 
limited by the fact that many stakeholders – businesses, 
prospective students and even the general public – 
don’t understand how it works. “As a kid coming out of 
high school it could be quite confusing,” someone said. 
An educational campaign would be of great use.

Campus Philly has been doing this since at least 2010. 
The nonprofit organization aims to promote the Tri-
State area as a welcoming place for students to learn, 
live, work and play. They recruit alumni to share their 
own experiences: What was it like to go to school in 
Philly? Was it hard to find a job after graduation? What 
does their social life look like today?

TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS 
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In Tulsa, a similar effort might ask alumni to share 
their experiences with the community college system, 
and how they moved on from there. “We need alumni 
to tell their stories,” someone told us. “To articulate: 
They started with the two-years. They got a better job. 
Maybe they moved into a supervision or leadership 
position. Then they went to get a higher level degree, 
and now they’re working on their Master’s degree.” In 
the absence of telling that story, many highly-talented 
high school students will bypass Tulsa and head 
straight for the flagship university, someone warned.

Another novel idea was floated: higher ed partners 
and business leaders could “adopt-a-school” in Tulsa, 
where Tulsa public school students are each teamed up 
with a mentor who helps guide them along their career 
path. “What a tremendous niche” this would prove to be 
for Tulsa. Campus Philly does something similar. They 
connect students with local business and community-
building organizations as part of their “brain drain” 
prevention strategy; research shows that positive work 
experiences and social networks are “sticky,” making 
students less likely to move upon graduation.

To be economically competitive in the future, Tulsa will 
have to both attract and retain its talented workforce. 
Talent can be found in all shapes and sizes, and Tulsa’s 
unconventional higher education system creates a 
number of ways for that talent to be discovered 
and nurtured.

“WHATEVER YOUR DREAM IS AND 
WHATEVER AGE AND LEVEL YOUR DREAM 
STARTS, THIS COMMUNITY, THIS REGION, 
HAS THAT OPPORTUNITY THAT SOME 
LARGE COMMUNITIES—LARGE CITIES—
DO NOT.”

TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS 
AND OPPORTUNITIES (CONT’D)
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2. A Growing Innovation Ecosystem

From software innovations, robotics and biotechnology 
to improvements in manufacturing systems and 
processes, technology makes economies and 
societies more effective and productive. To thrive in 
today’s economy communities must have the avenues 
for transferring research, ideas and innovation into 
marketable and sustainable products. Tulsa’s ability to 
nurture its young innovation ecosystem will determine 
the city’s economic growth in the future.

Most of the innovation in Tulsa today is concentrated in 
three core industries: aviation, energy and information 
technology. The two former are “rooted in Tulsa’s 
traditional industry infrastructure” and focus on 
“larger, corporate-type research,” stakeholders told 
us. The latter is more diversified and has benefitted 
from efforts to open source data. “We’ve been very 
strategic to grow a very, very inclusive, open-armed 
tech community around open source stack,” one 
entrepreneur said. “It’s probably Tulsa’s most unique 
thing going for us right now.”

Outside of these industries, Tulsa’s startup scene lacks 
a critical mass. One often-cited reason is that Tulsa is 
still a “Microsoft tech community” where entrepreneurs 
are less risk-adverse and innovative than their “Apple” 
peers in cities like San Francisco, Austin and Portland. 
Tulsa’s “Microsoft 9-to-5’ers,” as they were described, 
are unlikely to quit their day jobs to pursue their 
ventures full time. As a result, Tulsa has mostly part-
time entrepreneurs and many otherwise promising 
startup companies fail to get off the ground.

The recent proliferation of business incubators, 
accelerators and support programs are creating 
momentum. The Forge, Tulsa’s first business incubator, 
a brainchild of Tulsa Young Professionals (TYPros) 
and supported by the Tulsa Regional Chamber, 
offers entrepreneurs low-cost office space, advisory 
services and mentors. The Kitchen 66 food incubator 
provides its members with individual mentorship, 
commercial kitchen space and business training. 
Soon, a new entrepreneurial resource center dubbed 
“36degreesNorth” will open in the Brady Arts District. 
The space will include seven conference rooms, event 
spaces and co-working and private office space 
available for rent.

“I moved to Tulsa five years ago, and since I’ve been in 
town the entrepreneurial scene and spirit of this city has 
just grown immensely,” Aaron Miller, program officer 
with the George Kaiser Family Foundation
told Tulsa World.4

CONSIDERING THE SIZE OF TULSA AND ITS 
ENTREPRENEUR COMMUNITY, THERE 
ARE ALSO A SIGNIFICANTLY LARGE 
NUMBER OF STARTUP BOOT CAMPS, 
WEEKEND HACK-A-THONS AND 
NETWORKING EVENTS.
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Considering the size of Tulsa and its entrepreneur 
community, there are also a significantly large number 
of startup boot camps, weekend hack-a-thons and 
networking events. 1 Million Cups, a national program 
developed by the Kauffman Foundation, launched 
in Tulsa in October 2013. Each week, two startup 
companies have an opportunity to vet their ideas 
and solicit real-time feedback from an audience of 
entrepreneurs, policymakers and experts. More than 
100 Tulsa-area startups have received support through 
this program to date. “Our entrepreneurs here are very 
humble, they’re very giving and they’re not protective 
or secretive compared to entrepreneurs in places like 
Oklahoma City,” one stakeholder noted. “There’s no 
fighting over who’s going to get credit.”

These events have helped build a stronger sense of 
community among startups, but they only push the 
needle forward so far. One startup founder noted that 
these events are often geared toward “want-to-be 
entrepreneurs who haven’t taken the plunge yet.” She 
told us that she “ends up not attending as many of 
those events” because she doesn’t get enough value 
out of them. Another participant echoed this sentiment: 
“There are a lot of events, but as an entrepreneur your 
time is so precious. It’s hard to make these events” if 
they are not going to provide meaningful resources, 
expertise and connections.

Connections to investors are among those in highest 
demand. The lack of angel investment was regularly 
cited in roundtable conversations as a reason why 
so many of Tulsa’s innovators are forced to leave the 
region. “It’s easy to get concepts investment, but once 
you need somewhere between $250,000 and a million 
dollars when you’re pre-revenue, that’s a hard pill [for 
Tulsa’s investors] to swallow,” one serial entrepreneur 
told us. “I talked to an angel investor group in Oklahoma 
and they said they’d rather drill a hole in the ground and 
hope that oil pops up than invest in most startups.”
It’s a vicious cycle: for most investors, Tulsa’s startup 
community is an untested market. The majority of the 
region’s startup companies leave the area after their 
business grows and expands, so there are few success 
stories for investors to draw upon. Yet the lack of local 
investment is what often steers growth companies to 
cities with stronger venture capital.

I2E has been an invaluable resource for many of Tulsa’s 
entrepreneurs, both in terms of business advice and 
direct capital investment. However, the growth of 
Tulsa’s innovation ecosystem will stall if I2E is the only 
source of angel investment in the region.

In addition to investors, focus group participants 
also acknowledged they would benefit from stronger 
connections to each other.

“THERE’S NO AREA OF THE CITY WHERE 
ALL THE STARTUPS COLLECT. THEY’RE 
SCATTERED THROUGHOUT THE WHOLE 
METRO AREA SO IT’S DIFFICULT TO KNOW 
ONE ANOTHER.”

TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS 
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“WE’VE GOT MORE THAN ENOUGH 
SUPPORT STRUCTURE FOR 
ENTREPRENEURS… NOW WE  
NEED TO OPTIMIZE IT,”

The nearest startup company in any given industry may 
be 10 to 15 miles away, and often these startups are 
unaware the others even exist. The cross-integration of 
entrepreneurs in different industries is even rarer, even 
though Tulsa’s startup community acknowledges that 
“putting people together in the same room who have 
interdisciplinary skills – that’s where the magic starts.”

A mapping exercise would shed light on what startups 
already exist, where they are located, what industries 
they represent and what resources are available to 
them. It would provide an inventory of incubators, 
accelerators, co-working locations, business plan 
competitions and industry events that would make 
them easier for startups to identify and navigate. 
“We’ve got more than enough support structure for 
entrepreneurs… now we need to optimize it,” someone 
said. Growing the entrepreneurial base will require 
better resource direction and promotion.

Just as Tulsa has targeted its investments in arts and 
culture into the Brady Arts District, the city might also 
consider geographical concentration of resources to 
grow the startup community. In cities across the U.S., 
“innovation districts” and “innovation corridors” are 
popping up left and right. The clustering of startups, 
incubators and accelerators in compact, transit-
accessible and technically-wired innovation districts 
has proven to foster collaboration, spark new business 
formation and generate follow-on investment.

Coming out of the Great Recession, Boston used 
this approach to revitalize the Seaport, a desolate 
industrial area on the outskirts of downtown. The 
strategy was also designed to retain and grow Boston’s 
tech community after a number of big-name losses to 
Silicon Valley (e.g. Facebook). In 2010, Boston Mayor 
Tom Menino decided to rebrand the Seaport as the 
“Innovation District” and through a partnership with 
local developers and property owners, offered low-
cost space to startup companies in buildings that 
were otherwise sitting vacant because of the weak 
commercial market.

TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS 
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The strategy has since transformed the district into 
a thriving 24-hour live-work-play hub for creatives. It 
has been a boon for business and served as an urban 
laboratory for the city, providing opportunities to 
experiment with clean energy, innovative transportation 
alternatives and participatory social infrastructures. 
The notion that “big fish chase little fish” has proven 
true, with General Electric announcing in early 2016 
that it would be moving its corporate headquarters 
from Fairfield, Connecticut to Boston’s Seaport 
District. GE’s decision to do so was heavily influenced 
by the Seaport’s creative activity. In making the 
announcement, GE Chairman and CEO Jeff Immelt 
explained that as GE begins to focus its business more 
on innovation, it wanted “to be at the center of an 
ecosystem that shares our aspiration” and was drawn 
by Boston’s “technologically-fluent workforce focused 
on solving challenges for the world.”5

“WE NEED TO BE HONEST ABOUT WHAT 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP TRULY IS IN TULSA, 
AND TRULY IS IN OKLAHOMA”.

To be sure, Tulsa must be strategic in how it supports 
innovation. “We need to be honest about what 
entrepreneurship truly is in Tulsa, and truly is in 
Oklahoma,” someone said. A lively debate ensued 
as to whether the multi-million dollar investments in 
things like a Supercomputer or a biotech R&D facility 
are worth the cost. Tulsa shouldn’t be “making these 
big, huge capital decisions” without first understanding 
what’s needed in the innovation ecosystem. Tulsa is 
a small community with finite resources; “we can’t be 
misguiding them.”

Smart investments will prove catalytic to a startup 
community that may be small in size today, but is 
rich with opportunity. Innovative companies looking 
to relocate or expand within the region will find that 
entrepreneurs in Tulsa are fiercely loyal, “more so than 
a place like Palo Alto where if the company hits a speed 
bump people will jump ship,” moving from Facebook to 
Apple to Google to other locally-based tech companies. 
Those employees often find themselves moving up
the ladder faster than they would in more selective 
creative economies.

“Tulsa is small enough that you can really meet the 
other people that you need to meet faster than in other 
cities,” someone said of the connections he’s made. 
“You’re max two degrees of separation from any 
decision maker in Tulsa,” and those decision makers 
are ready and willing to help move ventures forward. 
The Midwest mentality – friendliness, humility and 
moderation – appear to be alive and well in Tulsa’s 
innovation ecosystem.
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3. A Shift from “Brain Drain” to “Brain Gain”

Today’s knowledge workers and Millennials put a 
high value on quality of life. The 9-to-5 workweek is 
eroding (albeit more slowly in Tulsa than elsewhere) 
and the lines between work-life and home-life are 
starting to blend together. They are opting to live in 
24/7 environments where they can live, work and play in 
close proximity—a driving force behind the resurgence 
of cities across the country.

Though the Tulsa metro’s creative workforce has grown 
10% since 2010; this segment of knowledge workers 
is still 7% smaller than the national average. As noted, 
Tulsa’s higher education system is one-of-a-kind and 
is uniquely positioned to educate and train the region’s 
future workforce.

Better promotion of this college system may convince 
some students to go this more cost-effective route 
rather than enrolling in an out-of-town flagship 
university. Better entrenching students in the community 
by offering internships, apprenticeships and volunteer 
opportunities may also make it less likely that these 
bright minds leave the region upon graduation.

These efforts alone will not grow Tulsa’s creative 
workforce to the extent necessary for Tulsa to compete 
with communities like Portland, Austin and Nashville 
for talent. A concerted effort is needed to also attract 
talent from outside the region.

A natural starting point is by highlighting Tulsa’s 
tremendous place advantages. The cost of living is 
particularly noteworthy as it is 14% below the national 
average and the lowest among the 13 benchmark 
cities. As more people are priced out of places like 
Portland and Austin, Tulsa offers a viable alternative. 
The city is growing but not to the extent where it has to 
worry about gridlocked traffic; the average commute 
time is just 21 minutes. Investments in bike trails and 
infrastructure have resulted in an uptick in the number 
of bicycle and public transit commuters.

Tulsa’s private and philanthropic communities have 
made similar investments in arts and culture, which 
have led to the resurgence of Tulsa’s downtown. These 
investments garnered national attention when The New 
York Times published an article aptly entitled: “With 
Faith of Investors, Downtown Tulsa Reawakens.” As 
knowledge professionals settle in downtown districts, a 
number of yoga studios, high-end pet stores and retail 
boutiques have followed suit.

TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS 
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Foodies today have a smattering of options to choose 
from. The explosion of food trucks in Tulsa not only adds 
to the diversity of local cuisine, but events like Food 
Truck Wednesdays at Guthrie Green have provided 
the foray many food entrepreneurs needed to test their 
concepts before opening brick-and-mortar locations. 
Beer connoisseurs can sample to their heart’s content 
during Tulsa’s Craft Beer Week. Looking for a healthier 
option? Tulsa has seen a proliferation of juice bars, 
farmers’ markets and the opening of Whole Foods 
and Natural Grocers. With the opening of gastropubs, 
award-winning sushi bars and gourmet burger joints 
seemingly every other week, even the pickiest eater will 
find something they love in downtown Tulsa.

EVENTS LIKE FOOD TRUCK WEDNESDAYS 
AT GUTHRIE GREEN HAVE PROVIDED THE 
FORAY MANY FOOD ENTREPRENEURS 
NEEDED TO TEST THEIR CONCEPTS BEFORE 
OPENING BRICK-AND-MORTAR LOCATIONS.

“You get a lot of the same lifestyle amenities [in Tulsa] 
as other larger cities, but the cost of living here is so 
ridiculously low that it makes it really attractive,” said 
one roundtable participant. That’s particularly true for 
those who hope to start a family. “My wife worked in 
corporate finance at a rapidly-growing company in the 
Bay Area and she didn’t want to work anymore when 
she had our son. Tulsa is a cost-effective place to 
cocoon.”

Indeed, Tulsa’s quality of life is proving to be a draw: 
the share of Tulsa residents from outside the region 
increased nearly 3% between 2013 and 2014 alone. 
Population growth among those aged 25 to 44 was up 
2.5% between 2010 and 2014.

But it’s not just former Oklahoma residents who are 
moving back to the region. Tulsa’s robust export 
clusters, including aerospace, energy and advanced 
manufacturing, are a magnet for workers from all over 
the United States. Some come for the University of 
Tulsa’s nationally-renowned cyber security program; 
others are recruited directly by industry. When they get 
to Tulsa, “they realize they can rise quickly through the 
ranks here in a way that maybe they couldn’t in Chicago 
or Portland,” one stakeholder told us. “I can make a 
difference from day one in Tulsa versus going to work 
at a larger company where it will take a longer time to 
move up and make an impact,” said another.

That impact is certainly felt through the work of Tulsa 
Young Professionals (TYPros). In addition to helping 
launch The Forge business incubator, TYPros has 
spearheaded a number of efforts like luring Uber to 
the region through a public outreach campaign, and 
convincing Trader Joe’s to open a location after using 
a pop-up shop to prove its goods were in high demand 
by young consumers.
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Sustaining the growth of Tulsa’s knowledge-class 
will require a significant branding and positioning 
campaign to support the on-the-ground efforts of 
community engagement organizations. Just as the 
Chamber has promoted Tulsa’s export clusters to site 
selectors, TYPros and other civic organizations could 
be better packaged to promote and attract other young 
professionals and educated workers.

Branding efforts should “focus on the Millennials, focus 
on our promise, not our past, and begin making people 
understand that our future can be in the knowledge 
industries,” roundtable participants urged. “If we keep 
beating the drums of the past, then there’s no reason 
why a young person would come here and that doesn’t 
match the realities of the moment.”

Talent migration may seem challenging in Tulsa, given 
that so many talented young professionals move to 
coastal cities upon graduation. There is reason to be 
hopeful: an analysis of 28 shrinking metros finds that 
26 metros had a net migration of young adults (aged 25 
to 34) with college degrees between 2000 and 2013.6 
Rustbelt cities have been particularly successful in 
deploying “brain gain” strategies, including Detroit, 
Cleveland and Pittsburgh.

One strategy that has proven particularly effective in 
Pittsburgh is the creation of The Sprout Fund. The 
Sprout Fund has a number of programs and activities 
to enable small investments in projects that have the 
potential to yield big results for the community. New 
initiatives, events and organizations are all eligible for 
funding as long as they show promise for enhancing the 
cultural vitality of the Pittsburgh region. For instance, 
funding through the Sprout Public Art project led to 
the creation of more than 50 works of high-quality 
public art, and “Hothouse” is an annual event where 
innovators and emerging leaders show off their current 
projects. Programs such as these provide a platform for 
engaging diverse groups of knowledge professionals 
and inspiring others. Recently, executives from the 
TYPros Foundation met with leaders from the Sprout 
Fund to discuss similarities between the two 
organizations and to share best practices.

SUSTAINING THE GROWTH OF TULSA’S 
KNOWLEDGE-CLASS WILL REQUIRE A 
SIGNIFICANT BRANDING AND POSITIONING 
CAMPAIGN TO SUPPORT THE ON-THE-
GROUND EFFORTS OF COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT ORGANIZATIONS.
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4. A Strong Foundation of Arts and Culture

The combination of technological advancements and 
changes to the nature of work has made knowledge 
workers more mobile than ever. Yes, the knowledge 
class in the U.S. is moving back to urban areas, but 
they are not choosing communities equally. Instead, 
they are clustering in neighborhoods where they 
feel spiritually connected, intellectually provoked 
and energized by the work of others. A region’s arts 
and cultural scene can help to create, reinforce and 
enhance its authentic identity.

Tulsa is experiencing this first-hand. Its strong arts 
and cultural foundation has served as a catalyst for 
its growth and revitalization. From its many live music 
venues to the Tulsa Ballet, from art galleries to Art Deco 
architecture—there are endless ways for creatives
to find inspiration.

Music has always been important to Tulsa, stakeholders 
told us, and should not be dismissed as the same 
honky-tonk you’d find in Nashville or Austin.

The Cox Business Center and the 19,200-seat BOK Center 
arena lure big name acts from Paul McCartney to Justin 
Beiber, while Cain’s Ballroom and the Brady Theater offer 
more intimate performances. People come from all over the 
region to experience Tulsa’s vibrant music scene. “There’s 
nothing like this available in Arkansas,” says Lisa Mitchell, a 
mother who had brought her daughter to town for a show at 
the Brady Theater.7 “The artists you guys have coming here 
to Tulsa we don’t get, we don’t get any of this,” she said. 
Tulsa’s music venues collectively sell almost one million 
concert tickets each year; the resulting hotel and sales tax 
revenue has provided a tremendous boost to city coffers.

Designed by World Trade Center architect Minoru 
Yamasaki, the Tulsa Performing Arts Center provides 
five stages for Tulsa’s seven musical and dramatic 
companies to express their works of art, including the 
Tulsa Symphony Orchestra, the Tulsa Opera, and 
the Tulsa Ballet – one of North America’s premier 
ballet companies.

Tulsa’s arts and cultural renaissance has benefited 
tremendously from the city’s long-standing and highly-
engaged philanthropic community. According to Tulsa 
Community Foundation’s 2014 Annual Report, nearly 
$10 million in grants were donated to arts organizations 
the year before.9
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9  2014 Annual Report, Tulsa Community Foundation. 
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“EVERYONE KNOWS THAT TULSA IS THE ARTS CAPITAL OF THE STATE,” SAYS ONE 
BALLET GOER. “IF YOU WANT TO SEE THE BEST WE HAVE IN OKLAHOMA, YOU HAVE 
TO COME HERE.”8
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JUST AS THE CHAMBER IS INVESTING IN 
AN ACCELERATOR FOR TECH STARTUPS, 
THERE IS A NEED FOR BUSINESS SUPPORT 
PROGRAMS FOR THOSE IN TULSA’S ART, 
ENTERTAINMENT, MEDIA AND 
DESIGN INDUSTRIES.

Likewise, the support of the George Kaiser Family 
Foundation for cultural endeavors that include the Tulsa 
Awards for Theatre Excellence, The Woody Guthrie 
Center and the Brady Arts District is remarkable. 
The Foundation recently acquired the Hotel Fox and 
Universal Ford Buildings and contributed to their 
collective $16 million renovation. These buildings have 
carved out space specifically for artists and young 
entrepreneurs, including apartments reserved for the 
Kaiser Foundation’s Teach for America and Tulsa Artists 
Fellowship residents. In 2018, OKPOP, a museum 
dedicated to popular culture, will open in the Brady 
Arts District, also through the support of the Kaiser 
Foundation and others.

“Tulsa is a very philanthropic city, and by that very 
nature, a lot of artistic cultures benefit from that 
philanthropy,” one stakeholder told us. Other roundtable 
participants agreed.

“One thing that’s kind of distinctive [about Tulsa’s 
philanthropic community]…is its cowboy Oklahoma 
spirit. They see something that needs to be done; they 
do it. They don’t committee it to death. And fortunately, 
they’ve had brilliant instinct about what would work and 

what would fit,” said someone from a local television 
studio. As illustration: “Guthrie Green was just a parking 
lot, and they just said, yeah, we’re going to make a 
park—and it was tremendously successful.”

Unlike cities who view art and culture as an amenity, 
Tulsa has leveraged investment toward a more cohesive 
economic development strategy. Investments in major 
facilities like the BOK Center and the Gathering Place 
– a $350 million, 100-acre riverfront park currently in 
construction, have led to significant business growth 
in the downtown district. Now, the city must move 
beyond placemaking and start to consider the ways it 
can leverage its strong foundation in arts and culture to 
catalyze growth within its creative economy.

Commercialization of Tulsa’s arts and music industry 
is one significant opportunity to do so. “We’re waiting 
to be, in a way, legitimized,” one musician lamented. 
“A lot of us, especially musicians, visual artists and 
filmmakers – we have to go outside the region to 
get the resources we need.” Despite the number 
of independent musicians, for instance, Tulsa has 
a shortage of recording studios and record labels. 
Stakeholders told us they wished there were more 
resources like 3CG Records. “A professional recording 
studio and a practice space for musicians would really 
be an additional draw,” another person said. Just as
the Chamber is investing in an accelerator for tech 
startups, there is a need for business suppor programs 
for those in Tulsa’s art, entertainment, media and 
design industries.
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IF NASHVILLE CAN LEVERAGE ITS MUSIC 
INDUSTRY FOR GROWTH, SO CAN TULSA.

Tulsa should also leverage its arts and cultural 
community to tell the story of the region and highlight 
all of its creative energy. For instance, “advertising 
at the BOK Center could promote the region's other 
art and cultural activities to all of the people who are 
coming in from at least a three-state region”. The Circle 
Cinema recently premiered a 1920s Native American 
film that paid homage to the region’s deep tribal roots.

Although stakeholders were quick to differentiate 
their music scene from Nashville’s, when it comes to 
leveraging music for economic growth, there are many 
things Tulsa could learn from the country music
capital of America.

When he took office in 2007, Nashville Mayor Karl Dean 
built his entire economic development strategy around 
Nashville’s music industry. He was a strong advocate 
for Music City Center, a new downtown convention 
center located just steps from the famous Ryman 
Auditorium and honkytonks on Lower Broadway. He 
created the Music City Music Council, a group of 
industry professionals and executives tasked with 
promoting the arts and entertainment industry and 
attracting businesses from outside the region. The 
strategy worked: By 2013, Nashville had a concentration 
of arts and recreation establishments 73% higher than 
the national average (the highest among all benchmark 
cities) and the share of those aged 25 to 44 grew by 
a staggering 8.3% between 2010 and 2014. Today, 
Nashville’s Creative Class is 3% higher than
the national average.

If Nashville can leverage its music industry for growth, 
so can Tulsa. “I saw more opportunity here than even 
in Nashville—more fertile opportunity for a fledgling 
artist like me,” one music artist told us of his decision 
to move to Tulsa. Nashville’s music scene may be more 
established but “I can be part of building something 
here,” he said.

TULSA’S CREATIVE STRENGTHS 
AND OPPORTUNITIES (CONT’D)
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HOW CAN TULSA BETTER ATTRACT AND 
RETAIN A KNOWLEDGE CLASS FOR THE 
FUTURE AND TO BECOME A “BRAIN GAIN” 
COMMUNITY?

Through this first phase of our engagement, it became 
clear that Tulsa’s knowledge and innovation economy 
is evolving, and there are many reasons to be excited 
about its growth prospects moving forward. Under the 
Tulsa Regional Chamber’s direction, partners have led 
a tremendous, collaborative effort to promote Tulsa as 
a place conducive to industry. Furthermore, significant 
time and resources have been spent investigating 
how the Tulsa region performs on a number of metrics 
relative to its peers. As part of this study, we have 
updated that dashboard to include specific creative 
economy benchmarks, and we have added a handful of 
highly creative metros – Portland, Austin and Nashville – 
to better reflect Tulsa’s position in the Creative Age.

Based on the four pillars of today’s knowledge 
economy – universities, innovation and technology, 
human capital, and arts and culture – we asked 
stakeholders and focus group participants to answer 
the following questions:

•  How can Tulsa leverage its unique university system 
in order to attract and retain human capital and foster 
tech growth?

•  What is needed to strengthen Tulsa’s innovation 
ecosystem and capitalize on the investments being 
made by the Tulsa Regional Chamber 
and other organizations?

•  How can Tulsa better attract and retain a knowledge 
class for the future and to become a 
“Brain Gain” community?

•  How can Tulsa build upon these assets and promote 
itself as an alternative to communities like Portland, 
Nashville, Austin and Oklahoma City? How can it 
commercialize its cultural capital?

It is through these points of discussion that a number 
of Tulsa’s strengths emerged. At the same time, we 
learned there are a number of opportunities to build 
upon Tulsa’s universities, innovation ecosystem, 
knowledge-base, and arts and cultural foundation to 
grow the knowledge economy moving forward.

Part II of Resonance Consultancy’s work will offer ways 
Tulsa can capitalize on its identity, and will include 
specific recommendations to help the region position 
itself competitively for a sustainable economic future.

NEXT STEPS
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