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STOCKS OF LOCAL INTEREST

ings Institution released a report on
“The Rise of Innovation Districts,” what
they found is that downtown already had
many established and startup technol-
ogy companies and organizations, along
with other attractions that could be
grouped together to form the zone.

“We found that there were clusters of
like-minded companies that were locat-
ing in certain parts of downtown,” Heidi
Zimmer-Meyer, president of RDDC said.
“It’s partly about branding. It’s partly
about recognizing something that’s al-
ready happening and helping to describe
and use that to help other like-minded
companies recognize that this is an op-
tion, and then connecting people to a lot
of resources.” 

Coolness factor

At the State of Rochester’s Economy
luncheon earlier this month officials an-
nounced the designation of the Down-
town Innovation Zone to recognize the
clusters of innovative and creative com-
panies and organizations listed and
mapped out at RochesterDIZ.com.

“If we can’t grow the Rochester re-
gional economy none of us are going to
do well in the long run,” Zimmer-Meyer
said. “We have a fiduciary responsibility
to understand the dynamics of that and,
where appropriate, to market the H-E-
double L out of it.

The emergence of innovation dis-
tricts in urban centers nationwide repre-
sent a new chapter in the history of
American cities. Downtown areas that
were home to office spaces for law
firms, insurance companies, banks, and
others, changed in the 1970s and ’80s
when those tenants began moving to sub-
urban office parks, along with retailers
who moved to malls. 

Things started to change in about
2000, when many vacant and underused
buildings started to be converted to
apartments and office space. Today,
49,000 people work in downtown Roches-
ter and about 6,100 live there.

About 80 organizations, clustered in
at least 10 downtown neighborhoods,
such as High Falls, the East End, the Cas-
cade District and the St. Paul Quarter,
make up the innovation zone occupants.
They include about 30 companies in the
innovation/tech sector, and 35 “creative
class” businesses, such as architects, ad-
vertising firms, theaters and art galler-
ies.

“When I started my business the East
End was not what the East End is now,”
said Fred Armstrong, president of The
Animatus Studio, which is nearby Hart’s
Local Grocers and 2 Vine restaurant on

Winthrop Street. “It just works out great
for me being here. It kind of grew up
around me. In this neighborhood it’s
been a huge improvement.”

Meanwhile, Craig Lamb and Dave
Mastrella, the owners of Rochester-
based web development firm Envative
made “a very deliberate decision to
come downtown.”

About 11years ago they moved from a
Penfield office with gray walls so dreary
a client once told them he hated going
there. So they changed the company
name, created a new logo and moved to a

new location at 50 University Ave.
“Inside we got very eclectic and col-

orful and inviting and now people love
coming here,” Lamb said. “We are not ap-
athetic about the city of Rochester. We
think there’s a cool factor to it.”

Recruiting tool

Further growth of the innovation zone
could be helped by tax incentives for
new businesses at three START-UP NY
sites: The downtown campus of Monroe
Community College, 321 State St.; Roch-

ester Institute of Technology Center for
Urban Entrepreneurship, 40 Franklin
St.; and The College at Brockport Metro
Center, 55 St. Paul St.

Also, plans by University of Roches-
ter incubator High Tech Rochester to
move downtown and expand services
could further grow the zone

James S. Senall, HTR president, said
state officials will announce a decision
on the funding on the project on Dec. 10.
He said a location has been chosen, but
declined to reveal it. 

“It will be slightly different types of
spaces,” Senall said. “It will have a lot
more events and activities. It will be cre-
ated to foster a lot more events, bringing
more entrepreneurs in for workshops,
programs, networking. It will have dif-
ferent types of spaces for co-working
spaces, software companies and a lot of
other different types of spaces.”

The zone is primarily a marketing
tool. It doesn’t include special funding or
new development programs. RDDC
manages the website and is tracking in-
formation on the growth of the zone. It
plans to add a residential layer of infor-
mation to show how housing is playing a
role in downtown development.

Delmonize Smith, Rochester’s com-
missioner of neighborhoods and busi-
ness development, said one measure of
success for the marketing campaign of
the innovation zone would be if compa-
nies there begin collaborating and it be-
comes an effective tool for attracting
professionals and businesses to the zone. 

“Another way of measuring the suc-
cess of the innovation zone is to be able to
look at a map a year from now and see the
new companies that have been added to
the list that are located in the innovation
zone, specifically companies that have
decided to be located downtown in the in-
novation zone for the purpose of being
around these other innovative compa-
nies,” Smith said.

The innovation zone could also help
establish the city’s reputation and act as
a magnet for hiring new talent, said Kyle
Psaty, director of product marketing for
the Rochester-based Brand Networks,
an 80-employee firm that builds social
software, and is inside the zone.

“I think there is a little-known innova-
tion economy that’s really technical in
the modern sense of the word,” she said.
“That’s not something that I think a lot of
people realize is happening in Rochester.

“One of the ways to raise awareness
and embrace this kind of innovation in
Rochester is to tell the stories of the com-
panies that are emerging in this space,”
Psaty said. “That alone can encourage
students to stay or boomerang back to
work at companies like Brand Net-
works.”
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Travis Clark, foreground, of Avon is a public relations liaison for Going to the Sun Marketing, at
work in Coworking Rochester on Cascade Drive. 
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Who likes to shop? Most
people. And we all love a bar-
gain. That is potentially what
you get when you hire an em-
ployee 50 or older. 

Most people, when they
think of someone 50 or older,
automatically assume that the
person is overqualified and
probably has a higher salary
expectations than a business
can afford.

But here’s a new perspec-
tive. These employees have a
great deal of experience and
are already trained, which
saves time and money. Small
businesses can afford these
workers. Many are simply look-
ing for a company that will hire
them for the next 5 to 10 years,
until their retirement. They
aren’t looking for the high sala-
ry, high-stress jobs they had in
the past either.

In many cases, older work-
ers have a work ethic that dif-
fers from younger generations
in certain career aspects. The
mature worker will often
choose personal satisfaction
over career advancement. Ad-
ditionally, the seasoned worker
usually will not jump ship when
a higher paying job comes
along. 

Recently, while talking to a
recruiter for a local technology
company in charge of a call
center, it was mentioned that
the attrition rate was very high.
Then she spoke to another HR
recruiter in a similar field and
was told their attrition rate was
significantly lower. 

What they realized was the
company with the high attrition
rate, its average age for call

center employees was just 25
years old versus 40 for the
company with the low attrition
rate. Her conclusion was to
reconsider the average age of
qualified employees in the call
center and in doing so, she was
actively seeking more mature
employees because of the sig-
nificant cost of replacing the
employees.

When making a hiring deci-
sion, it’s always smart to con-
sider the whole picture. 

But with a worker 50 or old-
er, the pros far outweigh the
cons. Businesses will hire
someone with a great deal of
experience who won’t need
much training and in a few
years, they might possibly re-
tire. During that period of time,
you had the benefit of their
experience for a lot less than
they were probably making at
their last job. 

And the real surprise is that
many of these employees will
accept less money in exchange
for career security until retire-
ment. They are happy if they
are contributing and using their
wealth of experience. 

Small business owners may
want to look at those 50 and
older with a different perspec-
tive. What is the worst that can
happen?

Nextpert
Tracey Aiello

Choose
seasoned
employees 

THIS
WEEK’S
NEXTPERT
Tracey Aiello is a
partner at the
Angelo Planning
Group. Interest-
ed in being a Nextpert? Email:
RocNext@ Democratand
Chronicle.com.

“When making a hiring

decision, it’s always

smart to consider the

whole picture.”

Tracey Aiello


