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Global Context: The competition among and between cities is heightening. The economy has always 

given rise to winning cities, based on natural resources, transportation, legacy strengths, sometimes 

mixed with serendipity.  In the past fifty years, those at the vanguard of innovative economic 

development have been the places that got in on the ground floor of technology platforms that 

redefined the global economy—industrial centers like Detroit, finance centers like NYC and London, and 

information technology hubs like Silicon Valley (and, more recently, San Francisco). 

Local Context: Philadelphia, a city of historic firsts, is experiencing a new wave of innovation, from 

advancing knowledge at its universities and health systems (and commercializing technologies 

developed there), to new products and services being brought to market by its corporations, as well as 

the creation of new business lines through the emerging start up community.  Philadelphia has an 

opportunity to leverage this emerging innovation by developing strategies for how these activities could 

relate to each other to produce a sum greater than the individual parts that any one institution could 

generate.  

Why was this collaboration conceived?  This project was initiated by anchor leadership because of 

interest in Brookings’s report, The Rise of Innovation Districts.  In Philadelphia, Brookings sees an 

emerging innovation district in Center City and University City (with strong connections to nodes of 

innovation at other locations in the city) because of the types and proximity of partner institutions and 

infrastructure and common interest in leveraging shared assets.  Brookings identified Philadelphia as a 

place where they would be interested in conducting further research based upon their previous findings. 

Why are innovation districts important to cities?  They demonstrate the depth and breadth of the 

innovation ecosystem to potential investors and entrepreneurs - important because cities like 

Philadelphia are competing globally for talent and resources. By channeling the inherent benefits of 

cities—including proximity, density, and authenticity—innovation districts can strengthen cities’ 

innovative economies while bringing new life to their public realm. The success of a district is meant to 

benefit a city and region overall, creating economic growth in in the regional economic ecosystem. This 

in turn makes communities more resilient and inclusive, creating jobs for residents, opportunities for 

local entrepreneurs, and generating tax revenue for local schools and public services.   

Opportunity: The organizations supporting the pilot study saw a historic opportunity to collaborate to 

help Philadelphia leverage its assets for growth. They recognized that because of the proximity of the 

city’s large research institutions, corporations, startup clusters, and a sense of place conducive to the 

innovation economy, Philadelphia has untapped innovation assets which could be leveraged to generate 

regional growth and address profound social and economic opportunity disparities in the region, 

particularly within the city. 

Process structure: The study, Connect to Compete: How the University City-Center City innovation district 

can help Philadelphia excel globally and serve locally, was supported by Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, 

Comcast, Drexel, FMC, Independence Blue Cross, PECO, University City Science Center, University of 

Pennsylvania, University of Pennsylvania Health System, and Vanguard.  Representatives from 

Philadelphia Industrial Development Corporation, the city’s Commerce Department, and The Chamber 

of Commerce of Greater Philadelphia were included as members of the partner group. Drexel University 
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President John Fry and Comcast Senior Executive Vice President David L. Cohen chaired the Steering 

Committee. Brookings’ work was supported through a $500,000 gift, with cost shared among the 

partner organizations. 

Study area: The study area was defined (roughly) as being between 17th Street (Comcast) to 43rd St. 

(Penn-Presbyterian) along the Market Street spine and south to include the CHOP and Pennovation 

developments on the east side of the Schuylkill.  The boundaries were identified to provide a basis for 

data analysis and not intended to imply exclusivity of benefit to the district. Stakeholders from around 

the region were interviewed, participated in workshops, and provided feedback throughout the process 

to ensure an inclusive approach. 

How was the study conducted? Brookings performed an initial audit of innovation assets to identify the 

competitive position of the district nationally and internationally.  They conducted over 75 interviews 

and independent analysis of data related to R&D, tech transfer, demographics and economics, as well as 

qualitative study of place.  Brookings’ research incorporated studies and plans created by anchors 

partnering in this work, as well as the Economy League, PIDC, Amtrak and University City District.  

The audit identified areas of underleveraged research and opportunities for inclusive economic growth 

and improvements to the district’s sense of place.  Brookings used this assessment to identify sectors 

and areas where Philadelphia can leverage its competitive advantages in innovation, placemaking and 

inclusion. Brookings conducted two workshops focused on innovation and worked with partners to 

develop recommendations through a series of meetings with CEOs of each anchor and their 

representatives.  From this, they have developed an evidence-driven narrative around the competitive 

position of the Philadelphia’s innovation district ecosystem and a set of concrete, implementable 

recommendations to leverage the district’s competitive position and foster economic opportunity for 

the city as a whole.  Brookings’ recommendations focus on building the capacity of existing institutions, 

not new organizations, to bolster coordination both among district stakeholders, and between district 

stakeholders and other innovation actors, civic leaders, and policy makers in the region. 

What is the process moving forward? The Chamber of Commerce for Greater Philadelphia is committed 

to leading the community dialogue to determine the best strategies to put the recommendations from 

the study into action. Leaders of the pilot study partner organizations will work with the Chamber to 

review and evaluate Brookings’ analysis and recommendations and determine next steps.  The Chamber 

and partners are expected to share plans to leverage the recommendations to drive inclusive, 

innovation-based economic development for the City and region in autumn 2017.     

  


