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As the University City Science Center enters 
its 51st year and embarks on a new chapter of 
inventing the future, I’ve been doing a lot of 
thinking about the future of Greater Philadelphia’s 
role as an innovation and entrepreneurship hub. 

As Mayor Michael Nutter is fond of saying, 
Philadelphia is America’s first startup.  When the 
founding fathers gathered here, they essentially 
drafted a business plan for the first democracy, a 
business model that has endured for more than 
235 years.

That creative thinking continues today and 
is supported by our longstanding strength in 
research and development and our strong Eds and 
Meds foundation. It is evidenced by Philadelphia’s 
thriving culture of startups and programs to 
support them, such as the City of Philadelphia’s 
Startup PHL program and DreamIt Ventures. 

Innovation thrives in an atmosphere when 
disparate yet related groups convene, connect and 
have the opportunity to collaborate. The newly 
announced innovation hub at 3401 Market Street 
is a great example. 

This new synergistic program brings together 
three regional powerhouses: Drexel University, 
the Science Center and DreamIt Ventures. The 
innovation hub leverages the success of Drexel’s 
multi-disciplinary Expressive and Creative 
Interaction Technologies (ExCITe) Center and the 
Science Center’s long and successful tradition of 
business incubation, technology commercialization 
and technology-based economic development. 
DreamIt brings capital, advice, and entrepreneurial 
know-how and spirit.

A few years ago, the Science Center partnered with 
Wexford Science & Technology, University City District 
and the Economy League of Greater Philadelphia to 
look at what it takes to develop University City as a 
world-class innovation center. The study benchmarked 
Cambridge, Mass., Cleveland, and San Francisco’s 
Mission Bay. As we studied these hubs and others, we 
learned that capital, community and collaboration are 
the key drivers. 

We also learned that Greater Philadelphia has 
most of the necessary ingredients to put us on 
the same level as Cambridge or Mission Bay. 
First Round Capital brought, well, capital, to 
the city when it moved its offices to University 
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City.  Ben Franklin Technology Partners and 
BioAdvance also provide much-needed seed 
funding. Groups like Philly Startup Leaders 
and initiatives like the City’s Startup PHL 
program support the entrepreneurial 
community. And programs like Quorum, 
the Science Center’s clubhouse for 
entrepreneurs, and Drexel’s ExCITe Center 
encourage collaboration. 

However, two essential elements are in 
short supply, as compared with our peer 
regions: an ample pipeline of venture capital 
into the region and an environment that 
tolerates business failure.  

If you look at places like Kendall Square 
in Cambridge or Silicon Valley, you’ll find a 
critical mass of local venture capital funders 
willing to invest significant amounts of risk 
capital in diverse fields. Perhaps even more 
importantly, you’ll also find a community 
that not only accepts, but embraces, the fact 
that most start-ups are destined to fail. That 
sounds like a contradiction, but it’s actually 
the secret to entrepreneurial success, and 
it’s the key to understanding the paradox of 
innovation communities.

Recently I was introduced to a book called 
“The Rainforest: The Secret to Building the 
Next Silicon Valley” that transformed the 
way I think about our region’s innovation 
community. The authors, venture capitalists 
Victor W. Hwang and Greg Horowitt, 

offer a recipe, if you will, for developing 
and nurturing innovation ecosystems. 
They contend that these ecosystems act 
as biological systems like Rainforests, with 
talent, ideas and capital serving as the 
nutrients that flow through the system.    
As we look ahead to the next chapter 
in Philadelphia’s innovation story, we’re 
re-imagining our entrepreneurial ecosystem 
as a Rainforest. But instead of air, nutrients 
and temperature, we have entrepreneurs, 
investors and talent – and cheerleaders 
who can encourage those who fail to pick 
themselves up and start again.  

Organizations like the Science Center and 
DreamIt and initiatives like Startup PHL 
and the new innovation hub at 3401 Market, 
can play a critical role as “Keystone” species 
that bridges social distances and connects 
disparate parties together.  

Stephen S. Tang is president and CEO 
of the University City Science Center, a 
dynamic hub for innovation, entrepreneurship 
and technology development in the Greater 
Philadelphia region.  Since it was founded 
in 1963, graduate organizations and current 
residents of the Port business incubator have 
created more than 15,000 jobs that remain 
in the Greater Philadelphia region today and 
contribute more than $9 billion to the regional 
economy annually. The Science Center 
celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2013. n


