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Everyone loves the frenetic energy Boston’s startup ecosystem. You could go 
for days jumping from networking event to networking event, eating free pizza 
and sipping microbrews while talking with like-minded entrepreneurs about 
the latest trends.  

But that kind of energy, while intoxicating, doesn’t always help build strong, 
thoughtful networks that will help a company get to the next level. Building a 
core professional network takes time and focus. It’s not about just seeing a lot 
of people and hoping you stand next to just the right person at Starbucks that 
will help you secure the big sale, it’s about building a thoughtful, sharing, 
committed network that you get by being truly involved and engaged with 
other people.  

We’re seeing a rising number of specialized locations with a deep focus. Later 
this year MassChallenge will launch a financial services technology, or fintech, 
group aimed just at startups that focus on the financial systems. Greentown 
Labs has long established itself as the home of companies looking to build 
great physical solutions to the problems facing our planet. LearnLaunch 
focuses just on companies in the education sector, providing them with the 
careful and thoughtful networks they need to succeed. And, of course, 
MassRobotics brings together robotics engineers to focus just on the problems 
facing that particular industry.  

Even in the Cambridge Innovation Center, the place that started the co-
working and incubation revolution, you find sections and entire floors that are 
devoted just to one concept or type of business. The reason is simple: This 
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type of clustering works. Entrepreneurs can learn from entrepreneurs who 
face similar challenges much more than they can from the random people they 
run into around town.  

But here’s the catch: Not all the great talent lives in Boston, and the 
shortcomings of our regional transportation system means that we need to 
look outside of the urban core to grow the future of our incubation ecosystem. 
This isn’t just because of who lives in the Boston suburbs now, but it’s about 
who is moving there tomorrow. A demographic shift is under way, and 
forward-thinking companies can stay ahead of that curve so they don’t lose the 
great talent they are busy cultivating in their downtown co-working spaces. 
The oldest of the 80 million millennials in America are now in their 30s and 
starting families. It turns out that this massive population, which has 
reformed the urban core, are now shifting their gaze to the suburbs. I did this 
myself when I moved from my South End apartment to a house in Natick. 
Many of my neighbors have done the same.  

In its “Trends in Real Estate” report in at its fall meeting held in Boston, the 
Urban Land Institute noted that the No. 3 trend is this suburban shift, though 
they pointed out a key difference from previous generations. “What is different 
is that amenities now in demand include access to mass transit and walkable 
neighborhoods in proximity to shopping and entertainment,” the authors 
wrote.  

As someone who has viewed Kendall Square, Cambridge, from Cambridge, 
UK, I can tell you that from afar, it all looks the same. Boston is truly just a dot 
on a map, and the real benefit comes from the people living all around it. Once 
I steeped myself in the Boston startup culture, I began to realize that the entire 
Boston region is one massive incubator. While places like Tatte in Kendall 
Square or a trendy cocktail bar in the Seaport all attract people in the 
innovation ecosystem, you can also find them picking up their kids from 
daycare, sitting on the sidelines of a soccer field, or standing in line at Whole 
Foods. The coffee bars of Beverly, Lexington, Newton and Quincy all have the 
feel as those in Boston.  

Smart companies always lead the pack, which is why you often run into 
startup execs who talk about being in Fort Point before it was cool, or in 
Downtown Crossing before it became crowded. You’re now seeing that same 
move out of Boston, with places like Salem popping up on the startup map. 
Even Hudson, Mass. recently got its own trendy co-working space when Out of 
Office opened its doors.  

So if you need me, I’ll be in my office in Beverly, helping biotech and cleantech 
startup plant their flag, and I know more will join us. 

Chris Ilsley is president and CEO of North Shore InnoVentures in Beverly. 
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