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A collective workspace in the city of Detroit for organizations focused full-time on market proven, 
alternative solutions to civic and social issues. We are a cross-disciplinary group of companies working 
on reworking and building city systems from the ground up.
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Background
For generations, the City of Detroit has experienced systems level disinvestment. Now, 
public sector and private sector stakeholders are being presented with a multi-generational  
opportunity to pioneer new systems that will be measured, celebrated, and replicated on a 
global stage.

Detroit’s challenges with infrastructure, labor dynamics and a functioning capital market 
are shared by urban economies as close as New Orleans and as far as New Delhi. The city is 
positioned to become a model for other cities who seek to leverage best practices in public/
private/philanthropic partnerships, system alternatives, and the application of the shared 
values framework.

January 2013
DEPT was formed

July 2013
Detroit filed for bankruptcy

August 2013
Grant received from CCIF to 
build out space

April 2014
Public launch of 
shared workspace

Timeline

( 1 )



DEPT Overview
The Department of Alternatives (“DEPT”) was formed by 
companies focused full-time on alternative solutions to 
civic and social issues. It is located on the 2nd floor of the 
Claridge House Apartments, which is a seven story, 66,000 
square foot building located in the Central Business District 
of downtown Detroit. The DEPT is based on a shared values 
framework and is comprised of a cross-disciplinary group 
of companies with a common set of beliefs around social 
innovation.
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“Our deepest challenges represent the 
greatest opportunities.” The civic and social 
innovation sector is Detroit’s best opportunity 
to attract and retain world-class talent.
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“Necessity is the Father of all invention.” The 
most disruptive innovations over the coming 
50 years will be in and around civic and social 
issues.
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“The whole is greater than the sum of its 
parts.” As a collective, the Department of 
Alternatives can be an important node for 
talent attraction and retention.
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The SHARED VALUES Framework

The Department of Alternatives was developed based on a Shared Values 
Framework. The framework aligns public/private/philanthropic stakeholders 
around policies and practices that enhance a community’s competitiveness while 
simultaneously advancing social and economic goals.

About
First introduced by Harvard Business School 
professor Michael Porter, Shared Values is a new 
way to think about achieving economic success.

Redefining value in the supply chain
• External conditions shape internal company 
productivity

• Social needs represent the largest market 
opportunities

• New products and services can be designed to 
address societal needs

• New markets can be opened by serving unmet 
needs in underserved communities

• A new generation of social entrepreneurs is 
capturing these opportunities, often faster than 
mainstream business
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The central premise behind creating shared value is that the 

competitiveness of a company and the health of the communities 

around it are mutually dependent...Shared value thinking 

represents the next evolution of capitalism.”

- Michael Porter, Harvard Business School Professor

“
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The PUBLIC/PRIVATE/philanthropic PARTNERSHIP

The Creative Corridor Incentive Fund, managed by the Detroit Economic Growth 
Corporation, helped to make the Department of Alternatives a reality.

Alternative Capital Formation
The Creative Corridor Incentive Fund (“CCIF”) understood the work 
young, creative companies were doing to solve civic and social issues. 
This partnership was one example of how the public and private 
sectors can work together on alternative capital formation strategies 
to create a more durable Detroit. 

Connecting Institutions to the Ground Floor
The Department of Alternatives was the first CCIF grant recipient 
led by a group of small businesses and entrepreneurs. Located in 
the Central Business District, the DEPT is strategically positioned 
to expose institutional stakeholders to a diverse group of grassroots 
entrepreneurs.

Return on Community
Understanding mixed-use development allowed for a build out 
process based on strong, interconnected communities. While building 
ownership renovated the 45 apartments, the DEPT operated rent-free 
for one year in exchange for the companies improving and maintaining 
the office space. This allowed for the DEPT to develop organically 
while investors earned market rate returns.

in traditional private 
sector financing for 
residential development

funding breakdown

for property acquisition

in private sector financing for 
shared workspace

in public/philanthropic grant 
(40% match)$120,000

$300,000

$750,000

$1,000,000
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The Creative Corridor Incentive Fund and Detroit Economic Growth 

Corporation provided a $120,000 grant to cover the funding gap to 

build out the Department of Alternatives workspace.



( 7 )

Design of space

A group of Detroit-based architects, artists, and tradesman collaborated 
on the space to combine great design at a reasonable cost.

The Challenge
The design team was tasked to meet the changing needs of firms as they moved throughout the business lifecycle. The architects needed to 
provide both elasticity and permanency for diverse work styles. In addition, there was a desire to incorporate natural elements to make the 
workspace a comfortable environment. 

The Solution
The space includes work pods that incorporate private, semi-private, and public spaces to accommodate the evolving and diverse needs of 
team members within small firms. This design encourages interactions required by today’s entrepreneurs: noise, collision, and seclusion. 
Line quality and angles were chosen to begin openly at the kitchen, narrow through the pods, and expand again in the public room to 
optimize energy flow. The design paid homage to traditional urban values and supports the intentional interactions of people sharing space. 

Team
Design and Material Usage

Thick Air Studios

Finished Carpentry
Carlton James, Ben Bunk, Blake Carroll

Developers
Town Partners

Architects
Mad Rep

Floors
Rob Smith

Interior Design
Valerie Sabatier
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Small business support

The abundance of commercial office options required building owners to 
necessarily differentiate their space. Supporting tenant needs became 
symbiotic with their own success.

Cross Disciplinary Set of Individuals 
The DEPT consists of software developers, video producers, entrepreneurs, educators and designers. It offers a physical location for 
individuals to collaborate with different specialties, industry knowledge, and diverse perspectives. This environment is required to bring 
together a fresh perspective, tackle deep problems, and support one another.
 

Flexible Rental Terms
Building ownership tied their success to the companies renting the space, recognizing that the firms which would transform the space 
in the long term did not have the ability to pay market rate in the short term. There was a three-phased rental model:

Phase One: Rent concessions were provided in exchange for improving and maintaining the office space.
Phase Two: Below market rents were charged to demonstrate tenant viability.
Phase Three: Space began to cash flow in parallel with firm growth. 

Elevate One Another
Serendipitous connections and additional business opportunities for member organizations happen when meetings are held at the  
workspace with a wide range of stakeholders that carry similar values.
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thickairstudios.com

There is nothing wrong in America that can’t be fixed with what is right in America.

- Bill Clinton

askdandelion.com thedetroitbus.com eblireads.com makeloveland.com

comeplaydetroit.com pishposh.tv thetownpartners.com urbansocialassembly.com

Founding Companies

Member Companies

Designers
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