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Looking forward to the next 50 years, FIU led a collaborative process 

that included students, faculty, staff, alumni and community 

leaders in the development of a strategic plan. The resulting 

FIUBeyondPossible2020 plan is indicative of FIU’s forward-thinking 

leadership and its commitment to leveraging the University’s assets 

to grow the local economy. As part of FIU’s continued community 

engagement within Miami, FIU and the Creative Class Group (CCG) 

have joined forces to launch the FIU-Miami Creative City Initiative, 

a project to harness creative and entrepreneurial forces that will 

accelerate the Miami metro’s transformation into a creative economy.  

The FIU-Miami Creative City Initiative began by convening a series of 

roundtable conversations with political, business and cultural leaders, 

University students, faculty and alumni to understand how creativity 

is taking shape on FIU’s campus. These stakeholder meetings led to 

important insights about FIU’s existing role within Miami’s innovation 

economy, and how the University can become better-equipped to 

support the economic development of the region. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
As Florida International University (FIU), Miami’s first 
and only public research university, celebrates its 50th 
anniversary this year, University leadership has redoubled 
its efforts to become a hub of innovation that will catalyze 
the growth of South Florida’s creative economy. Over the 
past five decades, the University has established itself as a 
“solutions center” for the local community, with ideas as 
creative and diverse as FIU’s student body. 
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Importantly, all stakeholders acknowledged that FIU already has many 

incredible assets that, if leveraged, can strengthen its position as a 

creative hub. The diversity of the student body provides an opportunity 

for students with varied cultural and life experiences to intermingle 

and bring dynamic perspectives to research and projects. A wealth of 

programs and resources exist that are already bolstering the University’s 

innovation ecosystem: FIU has sent four teams to the National Science 

Foundation I-Corps training, and several FIU technologies have been 

used by StartUp Quest teams throughout Florida. The University’s many 

assets are tied together on its campus, centrally located in the 24/7 

globally connected City of Miami, where warm weather, world-class 

beaches, art, culture and transportation access provide an incredible 

sense of place to attract students, faculty and entrepreneurs alike.

Yet despite these assets, FIU must find its place within a broader 

Miami creative economy that is otherwise in its nascent stages. The 

University has the potential to drive technology and innovation in 

Miami, but only if policies and procedures around technology transfer 

and entrepreneurship are first clarified at the University level. To fully 

realize FIU’s potential within Miami’s entrepreneurial ecosystem, more 

must be done to incentivize faculty innovation and to encourage cross-

departmental collaboration. 

To advance FIU’s innovation ecosystem, CCG 
recommends six key measures:

1 Position the University as one invested in research and 
innovation, 

2 Develop student programs for the Creative Age,

3 Build cross-sector partnerships that will catalyze 
innovation,

4 Review policies to recognize technology transfer, and 
startup work as meaningful activities for faculty  
and students,

5 Align resources to coordinate the University’s efforts 
around entrepreneurship and tech transfer, and

6 Measure and communicate the University’s impact on 
Miami’s creative economy.

This white paper is the first in a series of activities led by the FIU-Miami 

Creative City Initiative to understand how FIU can enhance Greater 

Miami’s creative capacity over the next 50 years. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY(continued)
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INTRODUCTIONFast forward to 2015: FIU continues to grow 
across multiple campuses, student enrollment has 
increased tenfold, there are more than 200,000 
alumni worldwide and the University’s computer 
science and engineering programs are among the 
largest in the nation. FIU’s 190 academic programs 
and its Carnegie High Research Designation are 
just a glimpse into the University’s commitment 
to research, the cultivation of talent and student 
success. Programs like the Math Mastery Lab, 
designed to help students succeed in college 
algebra, and The Education Effect, a joint 
program with Miami-Dade County Public Schools, 
are developing the next generation of Miami’s 
creative thinkers.

Unquestionably, FIU has evolved over the past 
50 years. As the University looks back on its 
achievements, it is also setting priorities for the 
future. Where does FIU want to go, and how will 
it get there? More than 150 university stakeholders 
provided input for BeyondPossible2020, the 

University’s strategic plan for 2015 to 2020. The 
bold vision builds upon the University’s foundation 
of knowledge creation and student success: it lays 
the groundwork to achieve the Carnegie Very High 
Research Designation, it creates a blueprint for 
expanding entrepreneurship and creative activity 
and it designs a strategy for enhancing FIU’s brand 
throughout the world. 

Yet BeyondPossible2020’s strategies cannot be 
implemented in a vacuum. In order to be effective 
curators of innovation, the University must 
become deeply integrated within the regional 
economy. The FIU-Miami Creative City Initiative, 
a joint-effort between FIU and the Creative Class 
Group (CCG), is an effort to asses Miami’s creative 
economy and ascertain how FIU can accelerate its 
growth. 

“At FIU we see creativity and the arts as equal 
partners with technology and entrepreneurship in 
moving our economy and job creation forward,” 

explained FIU President Mark B. Rosenberg in a 
press release announcing the Initiative. “The FIU-
Miami Creative City Initiative is our way of helping 
to galvanize these forces in our community so that 
we create solutions, take full advantage of the 
opportunities that exist and create new ones.”

One of the first steps toward that end is 
developing a shared understanding of FIU’s own 
strengths, opportunities and limitations. Doing so 
will help the University realize its fullest potential 
within Miami’s burgeoning creative economy.  

“At FIU we see creativity and the arts 
as equal partners with technology 

and entrepreneurship in moving our 
economy and job creation forward.”  

- FIU President Mark B. Rosenberg

INTRODUCTION
In the mid-20th century, despite its rapidly growing population, Miami was the 
largest city in the U.S. without a public baccalaureate-granting institution. Florida 
International University broke ground in 1965 to provide South Florida residents 
with convenient access to a quality, and affordable education. More than 5,000 
students enrolled in the University’s first academic year. Four-fifths of FIU’s students 
matriculated from Miami-Dade Community College, and most were going to school 
and working full-time. A mere 191 graduates walked during the University’s first 
commencement in June 1973.
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In today’s modern economy, knowledge workers 
and creative thinkers provide the foundation for 
a city’s economic competitiveness. The ability to 
attract and retain the Creative Class is the most 
important indicator of a region’s success. 

The Creative Class  consists of the highly skilled, 
highly creative people whose function it is to 
create new ideas, new technology and new 
discoveries. The Creative Class spans occupations, 
including science, medicine and engineering, 
architecture and design, education, arts, music, 
media and entertainment and finance and 
management. While members of the Creative 
Class do not necessarily share a collective identity, 
they do share a common ethos—one that values 
creativity, individuality, authenticity and merit. 

Today, there are an estimated 682,000 workers 
in Miami’s creative economy, which is 4% smaller 
than the U.S. average. An analysis of data from 
the U.S. American Community Survey for the 52 
U.S. metros with populations greater than one 
million finds that Miami’s creative economy is 
on par with Orlando, Houston and Las Vegas. 

Its relative weakness compared to metros of 
similar size can largely be attributed to Miami’s 
booming tourist and hospitality industries, which 
drive a disproportionately large percentage of 
workers into the service industry. But creativity 
comes in all shapes and sizes: as Miami shifts to 
a more robust creative economy, there will be 
opportunities for those in the service sectors to 
foray into entrepreneurship. Miami already has 
an emerging tech scene fueled by a rapid influx 
of high-tech immigrant entrepreneurs. The local 
creative workforce is expected to grow by nearly 
12% by 2024, with approximately 24,000 job 
openings annually. 

Miami’s creative workforce is expected 
to grow by nearly 12% by 2024.

THE IMPORTANCE OF FIU TO MIAMI’S CREATIVE ECONOMY
Two centuries ago, only 3% of the world’s population lived in cities. At the turn of the 20th century, this was 14%. Today, more than 
half of the world’s population three billion people—live in cities, a number expected to eclipse five billion by 2030, according to 
estimates from the United Nations. Cities have become the key social and economic units of our time, bringing together people, 
jobs and all the inputs required for economic growth. Cities like Miami are a growing example of this: Miami’s incredibly diverse 
population, vibrant culture and proximity to Latin America have transformed the city into a globally connected living laboratory for 
the types of experimentation that move economies forward .

wHO MAkES UP THE CREATIVE ClASS?

SO-FlO MEgA REgION

TECHNOlOgY ARTS &
CUlTURE

PROFESSIONAl &
MANAgEMENT

EDUCATION
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This projected growth is welcomed, but Miami’s 

ability to truly prosper in the Creative Age 

will be dependent upon the 4Ts of Economic 

Development: Technology, Talent, Tolerance and 

Territorial Assets. While often heralded for their 

ability to transfer research to industry, generate 

new inventions and patents and spinoff technology 

in the form of startup companies, universities like 

FIU play a critical role across all 4Ts of economic 

development:  

TECHNOlOgY 
A city must have a thriving tech scene in 

which research is regularly translated into new 

innovations, marketable products and scalable 

companies. Universities are at the cutting edge of 

research and technological advancement. FIU is 

well-positioned to advance technology through its 

existing assets.

TAlENT 
A city’s talent includes its education, skilled, 

and creative workers, including those working 

in technology and R&D, arts and culture, 

professional services and education. To grow, a 

city must be able to attract and retain highly 

educated and creative talent. FIU plays a critical 

role in developing talent (students) and attracting 

talent (faculty). With 54,000 students, FIU has the 

5th-largest enrollment of public universities in the 

U.S. FIU’s participation in the newly established 

Talent Development Network, a regional 

collaborative between South Florida universities 

and private industry, will directly connect FIU 

students to hundreds of paid internships in Miami’s 

growth industries. The University also plays an 

important role by drawing talent indirectly when 

educated, entrepreneurial people and firms locate 

nearby to leverage FIU’s resources. 

TOlERANCE
To develop and retain technology and talent, a 

city must be an open-minded place that draws 

a diverse group of talented people. Universities 

have been called the “Ellis Islands of the Creative 

Age,” given their ability to attract students and 

faculty from a wide variety of racial and ethnic 

backgrounds, income levels, sexual orientations 

and national origins. Creativity comes in all forms, 

and universities can offer an open, inclusive, 

neutral environment for people of diverse 

background to share ideas and develop innovative 

products, services and startups. FIU knows this 

to be true first-hand: the University ranks 1st in 

the nation in awarding bachelor’s and master’s 

degrees to Hispanic students, 8th in the nation 

in international business programs and, in 2014, 

issued degrees to nearly 2,000 first-generation 

graduates. 

TERRITORIAl ASSETS
Territorial assets refer to a city’s quality of 

place, including what’s there (built and natural 

environment), who’s there (diversity) and 

what’s going on there (vibrancy of cultural life). 

Universities strengthen a city’s quality of place 

by attracting diverse students and faculty. They 

widen a city’s cultural appeal through access 

to museums, festivals, performances, sporting 

events and other activities that are open to the 

community.  Located in the iconic Art Deco 420 

Lincoln Road building, the FIU Miami Beach Urban 

Studios give students and faculty access to Miami 

Beach’s burgeoning arts and design culture. 

The mission of the  Miami Beach Urban Studios 

THE IMPORTANCE OF FIU TO MIAMI’S CREATIVE ECONOMY(continued)

4Ts OF ECONOMIC  DEVElOPMENT

TERRITORY ASSETS

ECONOMIC
PROSPERITYTAlENT TOlERANCE

TECHNOlOgY
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is to use the power of architecture and the 

arts to engage local and global communities to 

create, innovate, and inspire solutions to social, 

economic, and environmental problems.

The 4Ts are interdependent; none of them 

alone is sufficient for economic prosperity. 

Traditional thinking focuses on a university’s 

role in generating new inventions, patents and 

spinoff companies and their ability to enhance 

university budgets. While this role is important, 

new research suggests that it may be overstated. 

“To harness the University’s capability to generate 

innovation and prosperity, it must be integrated 

into the region’s broader creative system,” 

writes Richard Florida. FIU’s involvement with 

the Beacon Council, South Florida’s economic 

development agency, is already helping to align 

curricula and training with the job skills local 

industry leaders indicate are in highest demand. 

This will inform the programming on FIU’s 

campus in order to ensure that the creativity and 

innovations developed at the University can then 

be capitalized upon by industry. When aligned 

with FIU’s already strong tolerance and territorial 

assets, the University becomes positioned as a 

strong creative hub.

THE IMPORTANCE OF FIU TO MIAMI’S CREATIVE ECONOMY(continued)

“To harness the University’s capability 
to generate innovation and prosperity, 
it must be integrated into the region’s 
broader creative system.”
     – Richard Florida

TOlERANCE
OPENNESS

UNIVERSITY TAlENT
(HUMAN CAPITAl, kNOwlEDgE 

wORkERS)

TECHNOlOgY
ECONOMIC
gROwTH
(INCOME OR wAgES)

AMENITIES

UNIVERSITIES IN THE CREATIVE AgE
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ROUNDTABlE FINDINgS
In many respects, FIU is already well on its way to becoming a cultural hub and, therefore, a 
catalyst for economic growth. With 100,000 students expected to graduate over the next decade, 
FIU is preparing the next generation of students to compete in today’s workforce. Although 
knowledge creation will always be the cornerstone of the University, FIU is quickly building 
its reputation as a “solutions center” that draws on its research to solve problems facing the 
community. 

FIU is already recognized as a valuable community 

asset, but the University is looking toward the 

next horizon, where it more actively supports 

the economic development of the region. 

Stakeholder interviews have provided valuable 

insight related to FIU’s potential within Miami’s 

creative economy. At the same time, these same 

conversations highlighted barriers that have 

prevented FIU from realizing its full potential 

within greater Miami’s innovation ecosystem. 

This valuable insight has informed the CCG 

recommendations provided herein.

In order to conduct open conversations and solicit 

honest feedback, respondents’ identities have 

been preserved. As such, all quotes have been left 

anonymous.  

FIU’S INNOVATION STRENgTHS 
AND ASSETS
Stakeholder interviews revealed that there 

are many reasons to be excited about FIU’s 

ability to develop talent and foster innovation 

both on campus and within the region. These 

reasons include: the University’s incredible 

student, faculty and programmatic diversity, a 

vast collection of resources that have already 

translated into multiple innovation success 

stories and a campus that is centrally located in a 

globally connected city that offers an incredible 

sense of place on which to draw prospective 

students and businesses alike.

A Mosaic University
One of FIU’s greatest assets is its diversity—in its 

course offerings and its student body. FIU offers 

more than 190 bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral 

degrees, and many programs require students 

to complete global learning requirements or 

capstone projects that provide them with co-

curricular experiences. Extensive STEM exist 

across the University—from research departments 

to the humanities, from the law school to the 

MBA program. Leveraging the assets and expertise 

of each of these departments provides the 

opportunity for cross-pollination and development 

of new products and ideas.

The diversity of FIU’s programs is matched only 

by the diversity of its students. FIU is already 

the 5th-largest public university in the U.S. and 

expects to increase its enrollment by at least 20% 

over the next five years. A large proportion of FIU 

students are recent immigrants, others are the 

first from their family to attend college. Several 

work full-time while attending FIU, as many are 

their household’s primary breadwinner. Their 

ability to “hustle,” as one roundtable participant 

put it, is unparalleled. Many students exhibit an 

inherent entrepreneurial spirit, without anyone 

acknowledging it as such. 

Miami has the highest proportion of 
foreign-born residents of any major city 
worldwide.
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Indeed, FIU’s cultural diversity is representative 

of Miami’s diversity. According to the United 

Nations Development Program, Miami has the 

highest proportion of foreign-born residents of 

any major city worldwide  (59%), followed by 

Toronto (50%). According to U.S. Census data, 7 in 

10 Miami residents identify as Hispanic or Latino, 

with many of Cuban origin (34.4%) or from Central 

and South American countries, including Nicaragua 

(7.2%), Honduras (5.8%) and Colombia (3.2%). 

Diversity is particularly important as it relates to 

economic growth: places that are more tolerant 

to new ideas and out-of-the-box thinking draw 

talented people. A CCG analysis finds that when 

compared to regions of similar size, Miami ranks 

4th on the Tolerance Index, a comprehensive 

metric of a region’s openness and social inclusion. 
As FIU builds its reputation for research and 

innovation, Miami’s openness to new people and 

new ideas will help the University recruit high-

performing students and faculty from across all 

categories of race, ethnicity, national origin, age, 

socioeconomic class and sexual orientation. 

An Emerging Reputation for 
Creative Success
As FIU begins to understand its role in Miami’s 

innovation ecosystem, it is important to recognize 

and celebrate the innovation already underway at 

the University. In the last three fiscal years, FIU 

filed 127 patent applications, which is a dramatic 

increase over years prior, and anticipates filing 

another 50 in FY2016.  Given the typical 3- to 

6-year lead time in receiving a patent, it is 

reasonable to expect FIU will secure about 20 

patents in FY2020.

Over the past two years, several FIU technologies 

have been used by StartUp Quest teams 

throughout Florida. The StartUp Quest program is 

a state-level initiative focused on helping under- 

and unemployed university graduates partake 

in research projects and learn how to develop 

business plans around these new technologies. FIU 

remains committed to engaging the community 

in its research, a key component for supporting 

economic growth. 

FIU also has important resources in place to 

support creative talent and entrepreneurs. For 

instance, the TechStation was created in 2015 to 

offer hands-on learning opportunities for students 

as they tackle real-world problems. Autonomous 

robotic tools, 3D printers and control devices are 

among the tools available to students as they 

innovate in areas such as intelligent systems, 

advanced security systems, mobile robots and 

smart grids. The ultimate goal of the TechStation 

is to help students and faculty transform their  

big ideas into products that are ready for 

marketplace discovery. The Small Business 

Development Center at FIU, a program out of the 

College of Business, operating at Brickell Avenue, 

provides advice and connections to existing small 

business owners in order to accelerate the growth 

of their companies.

Recently, in June 2015, FIU made an exciting 

announcement: FIU will soon be home to the 

new 3,000-square-foot MakerBot Innovation Lab, 

a collaborative makerspace for the University’s 

creative talent. “This lab will foster integrated, 

interdisciplinary creative solutions establishing FIU 

as a national voice incorporating arts and design 

thinking into our curriculum,” explained Brian 

Schriner, Dean of FIU’s College of Architecture 

+ The Arts. The Knight Foundation contributed 

$185,000 to move this project forward. 

ROUNDTABlE FINDINgS(continued)

In the last three fiscal years, FIU filed 
127 patent applications and anticipates 
filing another 50 in FY2016.

“The  CARTA Innovation lab will foster 
integrated, interdisciplinary creative 

solutions establishing FIU as a national 
voice incorporating arts and design 

thinking into our curriculum.”  
- Brian Schriner,  

Dean of FIU’s College of Architecture + The Arts
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Through its strategic plan, FIU has made 

a commitment to continue investments in 

innovation such as these. By 2020, the University 

strives to increase its patent portfolio to an 

average of 20 per year, increase the number of 

FIU startups to an average of 20 per year, expand 

experiential learning opportunities for students 

through more than 6,000 internships annually, 

raise research expenditures from $130 million 

to $200 million annually and modify policies and 

procedures to incentivize innovation and support 

the commercialization of products. Steps taken to 

achieve these goals will only add to the breadth of 

resources available to students and faculty as they 

continue to create, innovate and inspire solutions 

that translate into positive economic gains for 

Miami’s creative economy.

Centrally Located with Strong 
Quality of Place 
Miami’s consistently warm weather and proximity 

to world-class beaches not only draw tens of 

thousands of tourists each year, but they also 

provide FIU with a strong quality of place. FIU 

is centrally located in a globally connected city. 

Its access to rail, ports and interstate highways 

continues to draw talent and entrepreneurs from 

Latin America and around the world.  

These fixed assets are supported by a vibrant 

arts, culture, design and architecture scene, 

which have created a “buzz” about Miami, most 

notably, with the introduction of Art Basel. The 

contemporary art fair includes more than 1,000 

galleries and exhibits from across the globe and 

brings 75,000 visitors along with it. Art Basel has 

sparked new business formation in downtown 

Miami and led the city to adopt a Cultural 

Arts Neighborhood District Overlay that offers 

incentives to developers to create affordable 

housing and workspace for Miami’s Creative Class. 

Miami is establishing itself as a laboratory for 

creativity and testing new ideas—and FIU is at the 

center of it all.

FACTORS INHIBITINg FIU’S 
CREATIVE ECOSYSTEM
Yet despite the many assets that make FIU ripe 

for innovation and entrepreneurship, there are 

a number of inhibiting factors. The first is the 

reality that FIU’s innovation ecosystem is still 

in its early stages—the University does not yet 

have the reputation for bringing ideas from lab 

to market as a school where the next generation 

of creative thinkers will develop solutions for 

tomorrow’s challenges. Innovators are held 

back by unclear policies and procedures around 

technology transfer and startups. Finally, there is 

little incentive for faculty innovation and cross-

departmental collaboration.

FIU’s Innovation Infancy
While great strides are being made, the 

entrepreneurial climate at FIU is still in its 

nascent stages. For the many students who also 

work full time to provide for their families, the 

uncertainty involved in starting a new venture 

makes entrepreneurship less appealing; these 

students are reliant upon their next paycheck and 

need that paycheck now. And yet, many of these 

students are highly creative and entrepreneurial. 

In order to channel that talent into the innovation 

ecosystem, FIU needs to present students with 

a path for entrepreneurship. The University of 

Florida, for instance, has an innovation institute 

of sorts that cross-lists courses from different 

programs (RT1, p. 23). Students need to know 

that yes, they can become engineers—but they 

can become entrepreneurs, too. 

ROUNDTABlE FINDINgS(continued)

Students need to know that yes, they 
can become engineers—but they can 

become entrepreneurs, too.
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Unclear Policies and Procedures
It all starts at the top, so to speak. In order to 

encourage students to become innovators, faculty 

must lead the way. The trouble is that when 

faculty members do show interest in launching 

startup companies or filing patents, they are 

stifled by unclear processes and policies. For 

instance, one roundtable participant explained 

that he was told he could perform his consulting 

work one day per week, but could not find 

evidence of this anywhere in writing (RT2, p. 14). 

How does consulting work differ from research? 

Filing patents? Processes are unclear and result 

in what one person called “risk management” 

for faculty members’ careers: When policies 

are unclear, faculty will be more unlikely to 

participate in innovation. Processes must be 

streamlined across departments, and policies 

clearly defined and understood by all.

Need for Faculty Incentive
If FIU wants to be more productive in producing 

patents and startups, it must develop incentives 

for faculty and reward them for being productive 

in this arena. There’s a mindset of “We do 

research. Somebody else applies it,” says one 

interviewee (RT3, p. 5). “Companies want to see 

an active solution that is already engaged and 

working rather than invest in the application of a 

solution.” More must be done to incentivize and 

reward those who develop patents, commercialize 

research and spin off related companies.

Limited Cross-Departmental 
Collaboration
Despite the many resources that exist at FIU 

to support innovation and entrepreneurship, 

roundtable participants cited limited collaboration 
across departments. While each focus group 

acknowledged the breadth of expertise at FIU, 

they also noted the difficulty in identifying where 

that expertise exists, and on which campus (BBC 

vs. MMC). “Being able to identify the key people, 

and I’m not sure how we’re going to do that, is 

crucial, because FIU, to me, is huge,” said one 

participant. (RT 1, p. 23). Perhaps a University-

wide database that highlights ongoing research 

projects or the skillsets available within each 

department would help. “If we had a real talent 

asset listing, and people knew how to access it, 

you would have more collaboration,” said another 

(RT 3, p. 4). 

ROUNDTABlE FINDINgS(continued)

“If we had a real talent asset 
listing, and people knew how to 
access it, you would have more 
collaboration.”
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1. POSITION THE UNIVERSITY AS 
ONE INVESTED IN RESEARCH AND 
INNOVATION  
While the FIUBeyondPossible2020 plan calls for 

a University branding campaign, stakeholders 

suggest that this branding campaign must 

be designed specifically to highlight FIU as a 

place that encourages innovation and provides 

resources to support entrepreneurship. 

Shifting the FIU culture has to begin with an 

internal mentality shift. The existing culture 

is focused on compliance and risk mitigation, 

which roundtable participants note is inherently 

opposite to startup culture. Internal policies, such 

as those around hiring, promotion and tenure, 

must be revised to reward faculty and staff for 

patent production, tech transfer and spin off of 

new companies. Students and faculty must be 

knowledgeable about the resources that exist to 

support their innovation, and FIU must steadily 

increase investment in these resources, including 

new research labs, business plan competitions 

and seed financing for new ventures.

FIU must also shift away from its risk aversion 

by accepting the fact that many—if not most—

entrepreneurs and startups fail multiple times 

before achieving commercial success. Today, 

FIU seems hesitant to affiliate its name with 

startups because, if a company fails, it appears 

reflective of the University (RT2, p. 16). During 

the roundtable, one entrepreneur shared 

her experience and explained that her most 

recent startup appears to be on a solid growth 

trajectory, but she had launched many startups 

that failed prior to that. “People are just out 

there to celebrate. We have an image of a skewed 

reality which is not true,” she said (RT3, p. 25). 

FIU must embrace failure and encourage its 

students and faculty to continue trying, to learn 

from their mistakes and keep moving forward. 

Eventually, there will be more success stories to 

tell.

In fact, FIU has already realized several 

successes. Innovelix, Inc. wireless communication 

technologies was spun out of FIU’s electrical 

engineering department. NIROS Technologies, 

an infrared imaging technology, started in 

FIU’s biomedical engineering department. And 

Innovation Detection Concepts, Inc. is a joint 

effort out of the forensics, chemistry and biology 

programs. These are just a few examples, and 

there’s reason to believe that more success 

is in the making: FIU has sent four teams so 

far to the National Science Foundation (NSF) 

I-Corps training. During the rigorous six-month 

training, teams learn what it will take to achieve 

an economic impact with their particular 

innovations. But rarely do people outside FIU hear 

about these entrepreneurs, innovators and the 

products FIU has in the pipeline. 

FIU needs to spread the word that it’s a place 

where students and faculty are openly exchanging 

ideas, collaborating, creating, re-creating and 

pushing technological boundaries that will result 

in tomorrow’s innovations. Individual researchers 

can only do so much to brand the campus. 

“Something has to be done in the upper level to 

push, like, hard FIU, to push hard Miami, to push 

hard what we do and what we can do,” said one 

interviewee. (RT2, p. 37).  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STRENgTHENINg 
FIU’S INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM  
During the course of the roundtable conversations and stakeholder interviews, it became clear 
that FIU’s place in Miami’s innovation economy would be bolstered by focusing on six key areas 
of opportunity:
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2. DEVElOP STUDENT PROgRAMS 
FOR THE CREATIVE AgE
One of the University’s greatest assets is the

diversity and entrepreneurial spirit of the students 

it attracts. Yet there is no clear strategy to expose 

students to entrepreneurship systematically.

FIU can begin by developing programs to include 

courses that are strategically cross-listed across 

programs to attract students into the realm 

of entrepreneurship. Courses and programs 

should also be aligned with today’s industry 

needs. Second, FIU should revamp its curriculum 

to become more product- or project-based. 

“Today’s recruiters want to know what projects 

students have worked on, not just what courses 

they’ve taken” (RT1, p. 14). Capstone and senior 

design projects are utilized by some programs 

already; widespread use of this model would 

provide students with a risk-free environment 

for transforming their bold ideas into viable 

businesses. Experiential learning opportunities, 

such as internships and co-ops, are another 

mechanism for providing students with structured, 

real-world experience. 

But on its own, project-based learning is 

insufficient to catalyze entrepreneurship. Students 

must also be given the resources to pursue 

their businesses in earnest.  One roundtable 

participant manages a research facility on campus 

that includes 25 labs; its programs reach more 

than 2,000 students. His department requires 

senior design projects that are reviewed by an 

independent advisory board that includes a patent 

attorney and industry experts. He explained that 

the review committee invariably finds projects 

worth commercializing, but “the kids are going 

to [graduate] to their jobs and that’s the end of 

it.” (RT1, p. 39). Many of these ideas are never 

developed into products at the University level 

because students lack the resources for doing so. 

In addition to creating a suite of professional 

services—including marketing, accounting, legal 

and licensing support—FIU should leverage its 

new “central hub” in the Office of Research and 

Economic Development to facilitate connections 

between students and mentors, advisory groups 

and networks within private industry. This 

central hub should become the one-stop shop 

for any student or faculty interested in pursuing 

entrepreneurship or further developing their 

products and ideas.  

FIU can also enhance small business development 

through monetary contributions. Roundtable 

participants acknowledged that many FIU students 

are dependent on their next paycheck (RT1, p. 

10). It would go a long way to provide students 

with bridge capital—even just finding a 20 hour/

week employment opportunity on campus—

while they pursue their startups. “Students 

don’t need much, but they do need to be able 

to eat if they’re going to seriously consider 

entrepreneurship. This would have the added 

benefit of keeping students engaged on campus 

while developing their ideas. In this same vein, 

FIU should set aside a pool of money that is 

used as seed funding for early-stage ventures 

emerging from the University” (RT4, p. 11). 

Many universities are now launching business 

plan competitions that provide similar funding 

for students with creative ideas and realistic 

strategies for transforming those ideas into viable 

products.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STRENgTHENINg 
FIU’S INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM (continued) 

13

http://research.fiu.edu/dor/
http://research.fiu.edu/dor/


Bolstering FiU’s innovative ecosystem For the creative age

3. BUIlD CROSS-SECTOR 
PARTNERSHIPS THAT wIll 
CATAlYzE INNOVATION
FIU has exciting projects and innovations in 
development, but much of this work is happening 
in a vacuum. Strategic partnerships will not 
only provide valuable insight as to market 
opportunities and consumer demands, but will 
also help bring FIU’s discoveries from concept 
to commercialization. FIU should concentrate 
on building cross-sector partnerships that will 
catalyze innovation. 

The University of Chicago, for example, teamed 
up with civic leaders and practitioners to design 
and test innovative approaches for reducing crime 
and violence. The “Crime Lab” uses empirical 
data to conduct randomized controlled trials, 
develops cost-effective solutions and then works 
with Chicago policymakers to implement these 
interventions at scale. Given the success of the 
Crime Lab to date, UChicago is launching a similar 
Crime Lab in New York, along with four other 
“UChicago Urban Labs” focused on education, 
energy and environment, health and poverty. 
These Urban Labs rely on partnerships with 
government agencies and nonprofit organizations 
in order to provide critical insight about the 
challenges to be addressed. 

There is no shortage of issues to address in Miami, 
either. One of the roundtable participants is an 
entrepreneur involved in the development of 
FIUSolutionMakers.org, a platform that would 
allow organizations, nonprofits, corporations 
and individuals to log in and describe their 
problem so that groups of FIU students, faculty 
and departments can begin developing solutions. 
This is a unique platform and, once developed, 
should certainly be leveraged. It is not, however, 
a substitute for the more formal relationships that 
FIU administrators should cultivate at the local 
level in order to better focus resources toward 
projects that engage the community and respond 
to issues of local concern. 

Industry partnerships are equally important for 
informing research, providing entrepreneurs 
with technical assistance and guidance and 
securing direct investment in startup companies. 
MIT is one of the most adept universities at 
developing industry partnerships: its Industrial 
Liaison Program (ILP) was established in 1948 
and is dedicated to creating and strengthening 
mutually beneficial relationships between MIT 
and corporations worldwide. More than 200 of 
the world’s leading companies now partner with 
ILP to advance MIT’s research agendas. In 2013, 
ILP members represented 56% of all corporate 

donations toward MIT research. Jaguar Land 
Rover, for instance, went directly to ILP when 
it was looking for researchers to help develop a 
range of features for its “Self-Learning Car.” A 
collaboration with one department is focused on 
how cars can learn from other vehicles; another 
collaboration looks at how multimodal data from 
drivers’ histories can be used to personalize and 
enhance the driving experience.

Motorola, Florida Power & Light, World Fuel 
Services, Office Depot and Ryder are among the 
largest employers in the region; FIU should begin 
to explore relationships with companies such 
as these in order to support each other’s R&D 
efforts and to stimulate FIU’s tech transfer. These 
firms may be an excellent resource for proof of 
concept grants and other funding to support FIU’s 
innovation economy. 

Meanwhile, Miami has a burgeoning tech and 
startup scene that has gone untapped. FIU 
should engage in this growing startup ecosystem 
to develop relationships to support R&D and 
workforce needs of companies.This type of 
engagement is particularly important for talent 
retention: though 80% of FIU students stay in 
Miami after graduation, nearly two-thirds of those 
in the highest-demand fields, like engineering and 
computer science, relocate due to a lack of local 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STRENgTHENINg 
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job opportunities (RT1, p. 27). By developing ties 
to industry early on, students will deepen their 
local networks and expand job prospects upon 
graduation. 

As FIU builds these partnerships, it is important 
for the University to convey that it can only do 
so much on its own. FIU has already committed 
to doing its part by increasing enrollment, 
boosting the graduation rate, bringing in more 
minority and immigrant students and boosting 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem at the University 
level. But developing Miami’s creative economy 
must become a top priority across all sectors—
public, private and nonprofit (university)—and 
stakeholders throughout the community must 
make commitments on their end, too. 

Harnessing the creativity of Miami’s population 
begins at the grade-school level. Public schools, 
universities and industry must work together to 
understand what types of skills and what types 
of talent are in highest demand. Based upon this 
information, curricula can be redesigned and 
programs can be integrated to develop talent 
early on. The public school system must work 
more closely with local universities, including but 
not limited to FIU, to create clear pathways for 
students that will lead to careers in the creative 
economy. Roundtable group participants noted 

FIU’s rather weak relationship with Miami’s public 
school system today, something that should be a 
focus moving forward (RT1, p. 25).

Cities and industry also play a major role in 
nurturing the talent as it spins out of universities 
like FIU. In Boston, then-Mayor Thomas Menino 
rebranded a desolate industrial neighborhood 
the “Innovation District” and partnered with 
private development mogul Joseph Fallon to 
provide free space there for MassChallenge, an 
annual $1 million global startup competition and 
business accelerator. There is no requirement 
for companies to stay in Massachusetts after 
finishing the program (which is funded by the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts), but most 
become so engrained in the local innovation 
economy that they choose to stay. This unique 
partnership has seeded much of the growth in 
Boston’s Innovation District. Since 2010, the 
Innovation District has added over 200 new 
companies and 5,000 new jobs. In neighboring 
Somerville, Massachusetts, the City has opened 
its doors as a Petri dish for researchers and 
entrepreneurs throughout the region. In 2014, 
the City announced a pilot where it would allow 
energy-related startups to test their technologies 
on City buildings and vehicles. It’s a win-win: 
the technologies help the City move closer to its 
sustainability goals, and startups are able to test 

their products in a low-risk environment before 
bringing them to a broader market. Combined 
with the strength of resources in Cambridge 
(Harvard, MIT, countless R&D facilities and 
incubators), the Boston-Cambridge-Somerville 

area remains a global hotbed for innovation. 

4. REVIEw POlICIES RElATED TO 
TENURE AND TECH TRANSFER IN 
ORDER TO SUPPORT INNOVATION IN 
THE CREATIVE AgE 
Policies around faculty startups should be also be 
clear, easily accessible and streamlined. These 
would be policies that govern faculty created 
startups from licensing his/her own technology to 
development of a monitoring plan. 

Processes should be designed to limit institutional 
bureaucracy so that innovators can move their 
research and technologies to market more quickly. 
For entrepreneurs trying to strike a deal, there 
is only a small window of opportunity. “The first 
month you have their attention span…if the [deal] 
isn’t getting done, [investors] move on to the next 
thing,” a roundtable participant explained (RT2, 
p. 13). 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STRENgTHENINg 
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5. AlIgN RESOURCES TO 
COORDINATE UNIVERSITY’S 
EFFORTS AROUND 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND TECH 
TRANSFER
Within the Office of Research and Economic 
Development, the University is already 
establishing a central hub for innovation 
that will serve to coordinate FIU’s efforts in 
entrepreneurship and tech transfer. This is 
an important step. One of the Office’s first 
deliverables should include an inventory of the 
assets and activities, within each department, 
including the departments that are often 
disconnected from the traditional innovation 
ecosystem. Sometimes it is access to the 
most obscure resources that bring innovation 
to the next level. This centralized platform 
should effectively showcase the research 
that is underway and the products that are 
in development. Doing so would serve a dual 
purpose: it would foster the collision of ideas 
of the innovators already working on campus, 
and it would spark students’ interest in 
entrepreneurship. 

Once it understands what resources exist, FIU 
should then develop a suite of professional 
services to help students and faculty grow their 

businesses. Many of the innovators who are likely 
to develop a new product or a device lack the 
business acumen to start a successful company. 
FIU should make resources available to these 
entrepreneurs, including access to accounting, 
marketing, legal, and licensing support.  

FIU already has the resources on campus to 
develop a concept testing center in the marketing 
department of the business school (RT3, p. 
3). This testing center could work with the 
engineering department to test proof concepts, 
to evaluate products relative to those already in 
the market and to conduct consumer preference 
surveys. 

6. MEASURE AND COMMUNICATE 
THE UNIVERSITY’S INNOVATION 
IMPACT
There are many ways that universities contribute 
to regional economies—from local procurement 
and small business formation to workforce and 
real estate development. While it is generally 
recognized that universities are important 
to economic growth, quantifying impact is a 
challenge. Establishing the University as a hub of 
creativity and entrepreneurship will require FIU 
to measure and communicate the University’s 
innovation impact effectively. 

In 2014, the Association of Public and Land-grant 
Universities (APLU), through its Commission 
on Innovation, Competitiveness and Economic 
Prosperity (CICEP) developed a toolkit to help 
universities measure their economic impact. The 
toolkit is based on the premise that universities 
contribute to the economies in three primary 
ways: by developing talent, by developing 
innovation ecosystems and by enhancing social, 
cultural and community development—which 
is, simply, quality of place. Much like the 4Ts 
of Economic Development, CICEP finds that the 
degree to which Talent, Innovation and Place 
overlap will result in a university’s ability to scale 
its economic engagement enterprise.

The core of the CICEP framework is 
grounded in four simple ideas:  

•	 Institutions should know what they’re doing 

well and what they need to do to improve 

with regard to economic engagement

•	 Institutions should be able to measure the 

extent to which they are engaged

•	 Institutions should be able to tell the story of 

their contributions to economic development

•	 Institutions must engage with external 

stakeholders throughout the process of 

knowing, measuring and telling in order for 

their contributions to have meaningful impact

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STRENgTHENINg 
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The tools that CICEP has developed can serve 

as a useful starting point for FIU as it begins to 

develop its innovation ecosystem in earnest. 

Specifically, the self-assessment survey asks 

stakeholders to gauge the importance, along with 

the University’s performance, across a number of 

indicators: How well does the University maintain 

technology transfer capacity? Does the University 

actively promote faculty research collaborations 

with industry? The results of the self-assessment 

will provide further guidance for FIU as it finds 

its place in Miami’s innovation economy. FIU can 

perform this self-assessment over time to track 

its progress and to highlight areas that still need 

improvement.

The Office of Research and Economic Development 

may also want to convene a steering committee 

that draws on cross-departmental expertise to 

develop a dashboard of metrics that are specific 

to the goals outlined in FIU’s strategic plan. 

This same steering committee could also be 

utilized to develop a new common language and 

to instill it across departments. This messaging 

will be particularly important as FIU begins to 

understand its impact on the local and regional 

innovation economy.

For instance, most use the terms innovation, 

entrepreneurship and commercialization 

interchangeably. But a great deal of innovation 

never gets commercialized, and a lack of 

innovation can create the marketplace for new 

products to be commercialized. As one roundtable 

participant so appropriately asked, “What are 

we trying to get to? Are we trying to encourage 

innovation, or is the end-game to try to encourage 

more entrepreneurship, or both?” (RT4, p. 12).

As a follow-up to its Self-Assessment Tool, CICEP 

issued a toolkit that helps universities select the 

measures most appropriate for reporting their 

economic value to communities. The “Economic 

Impact Guidelines” highlight best practices for 

conveying a university’s impact, such as using 

different measurements for different audiences. 

An annual report may use RIMS II modeling 

and multipliers to estimate a university’s total 

economic impact on the region, while a report 

for the parents of prospective students may 

highlight the availability of internships, work-

study opportunities and job placement rates post-

graduation. Industry, meanwhile, will be more 

concerned with metrics related to technology 

transfer and startup formation. As the CICEP 

report makes clear, a common language is only as 

effective as its proper utilization.

Once FIU has shaped its messages about the 

University’s contributions to the economy, it 

will be important to deliver those messages to 

key audiences. It is important that legislators 

know that FIU continues to deliver great value 

to the local economy and is ready and willing to 

undertake large-scale, innovative projects moving 

forward.
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CONClUSION
If there is one thing the roundtable 
conversations made apparent, it’s 
that there is no shortage of creative 
and entrepreneurial talent at FIU. 
Its incredibly diverse student body 
and rich academic programs have 
positioned the University as a fertile 
breeding ground for tomorrow’s most 
important innovations and inventions. 
As FIU embarks on its next 50 years 
of research and education, it will 
be evermore important that the 
University harness this potential 
by aligning curricula, policies and 
resources in a way that is consistent 
with the Creative Age and which will 
further support the growth of Miami’s 
budding creative economy.
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