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Since the beginnings of civilization, cities have been 
the centers of progress both for societies and for 
individuals. A great city, wrote Rene Descartes in 
the 17th century, represented “an inventory of the 
possible,”1  a place where people could create their 
own futures and lift up their families.

In contemporary America the cities creating new 
possibilities for residents and newcomers are 
increasingly those places that foster the growth of free 
enterprise, industry, and small business. This emerging 
trend represents something of a break from the pattern 
of the years following the financial crisis, in which 
the most recession-resistant regions were generally 
those most dependent on government employment, 
notably the Washington, DC area and the various state 
capitals.

Although federal government employment increased 
steadily until early 2011, it has now begun a slow 
decline, driving both the nation’s capital and its 
surrounding communities out of the top 10 in Forbes’ 
latest list of growing regions. For the first time since 
before the recession, growth in private-sector 
employment in 2011 outstripped that of the public 
sector, reaching 1.4%, while public employment 
dropped 0.9%. More than half (231) of the 398 
metro areas, according to an analysis conducted by 
Pepperdine University’s Michael Shires, saw declines in 
government employment.2 

This increasing private-sector growth represents a 
welcome change, and perhaps the beginning of a 
more sustainable economic future for the nation’s 
metropolitan areas. Most important of all it provides 
an alternative narrative for city leaders to counter the 
notion that only government-led hiring can spark an 
urban renaissance.

Considering the fast-growing metropolitan regions in 
terms of jobs, most of them now depend on private-
sector-driven growth, and are well-known for their pro-
business attitudes. This is most evident in fast-growing 
metros such as Houston, Dallas, Fort Worth, Salt Lake 
City, Raleigh-Durham, Nashville, and Oklahoma City.3 

Many of these top growing areas have been helped by 
the energy boom that has spread from the Great Plains 

and the Gulf Coast to the Intermountain West, boosting 
vibrant economies from Denver to New Orleans and 
Pittsburgh. Other areas have been buoyed by the 
rebound in manufacturing, which has lifted up many 
metropolitan areas in the Southeast and brought new 
hope to such long-distressed areas as Detroit as well 
as to many smaller manufacturing communities around 
the country.

When Americans think of cities, they tend to focus 
on the largest ones, and many of these have an 
impressive story to tell. New York, Seattle, the 
San Jose area and the major Texas cities have all 
performed well by being global centers for their core 
industries. New York, for example, has propelled its 
growth by expanding its information, business and 
financial service industries. San Jose and increasingly 
the neighboring San Francisco area have capitalized 
on technology-related growth, particularly in the 
burgeoning social media space. Houston’s rise is 
attributable to its dual role as a hub to the worldwide 
energy industry and as a home to the world’s largest 
medical center.

Other big cities, such as Miami and Phoenix, show 
signs of recovery from the devastating housing 
collapse. With low prices and generally favorable 
business conditions, these areas are once again 
attracting new domestic migrants4 and businesses. 
These areas have enjoyed some of the strongest 
reductions in unemployment in recent months. 

The urban American economy, however, is not 
merely made up of large cities. The U.S., as Alexis 
De Tocqueville noted in the early 19th century, is 
not, like France, a centralized country dominated by 
one great city. “The intelligence and the power are 
dispersed abroad,” De Tocqueville observed, “and 
instead of radiating from a point, they cross each other 
in every direction.”5  This is clearly the case in terms 
of job creation. This year’s edition of Forbes’ Best 
Cities for Jobs survey found that small and midsized 
metropolitan areas, with populations of one million or 
less, accounted for 27 of the 30 fastest-growing urban 
regions in the country.6 

America’s metropolitan map is increasingly 
deconcentrated and diverse, with many smaller cities 

Business Now Drives Metro Growth
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development groups, as 
the central connecting 
point for local job-
growth initiatives.

Since the time when 
most metropolitan 
areas reached their low 
points for employment 
in January 2010, both 
Denver and Pittsburgh 
added jobs faster 
than the other 49 
metropolitan areas of 
more than one million 
total population (Figure 
1). Below, we profile 
job creation efforts in 
the two regions, where 
civic leaders have made 
regional collaboration 
and partnership creation 
a central pillar of their 
economic growth 
agendas.

that are both economically and intellectually vibrant. 
In global terms, America is the epicenter of small city 
economies. Of the world’s 600 “middleweight” cities, 
McKinsey notes, the U.S. is home to 257. Together 
they generate 70% of U.S. GDP.7 

Even more compelling has been the turnaround in 
manufacturing, which has breathed new life into 
traditional small industrial centers like Columbus, Ind.; 
Williamsport, Penn.; and Holland-Grand Haven, Mich. 
Although less heralded than the turnaround in big cities 
or the smaller energy towns on the plains, the recovery 
of these communities has created new opportunities 
in places where it has been long assumed there would 
never be any.

This revival of smaller communities – unthinkable 
among big-city planners and urban land speculators – 
is likely to continue for several reasons. For one thing, 
new telecommunications technology serves to even 
the playing field for companies in smaller cities. You 
can now operate a sophisticated global business from 
Fargo, N.D., or Shreveport, La., in ways inconceivable 
a decade or two ago. Lower housing costs and 

often very proactive business organizations, notably 
chambers of commerce, could also accelerate the 
trend.

The key issue for cities is not the shift in size or even 
industry focus. It is the growing recognition that the 
way to turn around an urban area – large or small – lies 
primarily in the nurturing of a vibrant private-sector 
economy, rather than with fostering government-
created employment.

Stories of Regional Success
With the days of chasing smokestacks and attempting 
to recruit businesses from their neighbors largely in 
the past, cities are now looking inward as much as 
outward for their local job-creation efforts. Recognizing 
that most jobs are created by home-grown 
businesses, the most successful regions are identifying 
their local assets and then working to link and leverage 
key players in their regional economies. 

Metropolitan areas are now the building blocks of the 
national economy. This positions local organizations, 
such as chambers of commerce and economic 

3.9% 3.8%

2.8%

Pittsburgh Denver Other 49 Largest 
Metropolitan Areas

Denver and Pittsburgh: Recovering Faster
Job Growth: First Quarter 2010 - First Quarter 2012

Figure 1. Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Survey, Seasonally Adjusted Data. 
The “Other 49 Largest Metropolitan Areas” category includes aggregated employment of the 49 other 
regions with more than one million residents.
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Denver’s Economy Approaches Lift-Off
Denver’s economy is shaking off several years of 
stagnation and rebounding with the kind of vigor that 
one expects from the Mile High City.

The City of Denver’s Office of Economic Development 
reports that new business filings have increased seven 
percent from last year. The city’s sales tax collection is 
also up five percent. In addition, the employee base in 
Denver has jumped, adding new employees at a rate of 
two per firm.

Denver is emphasizing enhanced international trade as 
a key part of its economic growth strategy. Denver’s 
international airport ranks among the ten busiest 
in the world, providing the regional economy with 
advantageous links to worldwide markets. The city 
continues to seek out new global connections that will 
increase the city’s business prestige, with Mayor Michael 
Hancock highlighting recently announced direct flights to 
Japan as enhancing “Denver as a world class city on the 
global stage.”8  

Denver’s strong transport connections and strategic 
location have allowed it to become a hub for international 
trade and diplomatic activity. The city is host to nearly 40 
foreign consulate offices, providing Denver businesses 
with yet another point of contact to potential foreign 
markets and partnerships. The city has also made 
concerted efforts to build 
relationships with foreign 
cities and countries, take 
part in international trade 
missions, and host foreign 
trade delegations in order 
to build exposure and open 
markets for Denver business 
globally. These efforts have 
paid dividends. Exports from 
the Denver metropolitan area 
increased by 16% between 
2009 and 2010, and are 
up over 70% since 2005.9  
More recent state level data 
showed continued export 
growth in Colorado during 
2011, which should translate 
into continued strength for 
Denver, the state’s major 
economic engine.

As it recovers from the 
recession, the Denver region 

has seen job growth across many industries (Figure 
2), led by more than 13,000 new jobs in professional 
and technical services. It added 850 jobs in business 
management and corporate headquarters functions, and 
it is home to significant activity in the oil and gas industry 
with strong job growth and a concentration nearly three 
times the national average.

Denver’s economic leaders have continued to actively 
recruit new companies to the region, and report signs of 
positive, continued growth and business establishment. 
The Metro Denver Economic Development Corporation 
(EDC) has noted strong growth in businesses expressing 
interest in locating in Denver, up nearly 20% between 
2010 and 2011. Over the past year, the city was able to 
build its base of high-tech companies, with companies 
including General Electric and Arrow Electronics 
announcing plans to add jobs in the region. Tom Clark, 
leader of the Metro Denver EDC claims that 2012 is 
shaping up to bring more growth, and holds the potential 
to be a “solid, maybe even exciting year” for the city as it 
builds on recent successes.10 

Denver’s JumpStart 2012
In 2011, newly elected Denver Mayor Michael Hancock 
met with over 200 CEOs and business leaders during 
his first 100 days in office in an effort to take the pulse 
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Political leaders in the region have also come together 
to build a stronger regional economy. The Metro Mayors 
Caucus, created in 1993, brings together leaders from 
throughout the Denver region to deal collaboratively 
with regional issues that affect job creation, including 
infrastructure development and growth planning. The 
caucus actively seeks input from leaders in the private 
sector in order to better identify regional needs and find 
workable solutions to challenges facing the metro area.

Out in Front on the Front Range
From the late-1800s, when the chamber played a pivotal 
role in bringing the railroad to Denver, to the vision to 
create the Denver International Airport (DIA) a century 
later, the Denver Metro Chamber of Commerce has 
played a critical and leading role in the development and 
economic success of the metro region and Colorado as 
a whole. That legacy continues today as the organization 
provides leadership for Colorado’s growing business 
community. 

Today, the Chamber, Metro EDC, and other regional 
partners continue to focus on key issues that have 
a profound impact on the economy of Denver and 
Colorado. Goals include building a solid transport and 
broadband infrastructure; increasing access to quality, 
affordable health care; and supporting competitive 
primary, secondary, and higher education systems that 
prepare Denver’s workforce for careers and jobs at all 
skill levels. 

Energy development is also an area of current focus. 
Working together with regional energy industry 
stakeholders in the private and public sectors, the EDC 
launched the Colorado Energy Coalition (CEC) in 2006. 
The coalition works to identify regional energy assets 
and strengths, build industry collaboration, and spur new 
growth in the region’s energy-related industries, both 
renewable and traditional. In addition to direct advocacy 
for the region’s energy industry, the CEC holds meetings 
and sessions to connect new and growing energy 
companies to more established firms in the area, giving 
them access to information and resources that will help 
them put down roots in the region and create new jobs.

Over the long term there will be an even greater 
emphasis on providing the resources and tools for 
people to start and run their own business and to reach 
out to international markets. These efforts will build 
on the tremendous progress made in recent years for 
specialized skills training at local universities and colleges 
in emerging industries such as solar energy technology, 

of the city business community. From those meetings 
and other outreach and research efforts grew Jumpstart 
2012, a concise economic development plan to guide its 
growth strategy.

Released in partnership with the Denver Office of 
Economic Development (OED), the plan covers seven 
topic areas: business retention, small business advocacy, 
business recruitment, sustainable neighborhood 
development, business lending, key strategic projects, 
and workforce development. The plan identifies 
initiatives, intended outcomes, and partners under each 
of the seven topic areas.

Aside from outlining strategies to begin right away, the 
plan clearly states the core principles of the city’s office 
of economic development. Jumpstart 2012 carries on 
a longstanding regional approach that involves working 
with neighboring communities and provides a clear 
signal to the community as to where OED will invest its 
resources and focus its efforts. 

Working Together Comes Naturally in Denver
People in Denver, and throughout Colorado for that 
matter, are predisposed to work together, according 
to Kelly Brough, CEO of the Denver Metro Chamber of 
Commerce. Approximately two-thirds of the region’s 
population is originally from somewhere else, which local 
leaders feel creates a need to embrace new people and 
ideas, opening doors to potential business and social 
networking opportunities for newcomers. As a result, 
local business leaders feel that the region fosters a 
culture in which industry sectors are easily crossed and 
regional collaboration is readily sparked and sustained.

The Denver Metro Chamber of Commerce, representing 
3,000 businesses employing over 300,000 residents, 
has worked to build on that collaborative regional culture 
by championing initiatives designed to build a more 
business-friendly culture in the Denver area, supporting 
job creation and business expansion. Chief among the 
chamber’s initiatives is the Metro Denver Economic 
Development Corporation, which brings together the 
area’s business leaders, local governments, and other 
economic stakeholders to identify and implement 
regional strategies to pursue economic growth. The EDC 
works with cities and counties in the region to connect 
businesses to a variety of incentives and programs 
designed to support job creation and ease potential 
barriers to business growth, including tax credits, loan 
funds, waiver of permitting fees, and workforce training 
support.
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and to link with businesses 
for training and technical 
assistance.

Colorado Collaboration 
Denver works hand in hand with 
the entirety of Colorado – the 
Centennial State – to create a 
business-friendly environment 
and attract new companies to 
the state. 

These efforts have involved 
collaboration between public 
and private-sector leaders 
from the region to build the 
area’s economy. During 2011 
Denver Mayor Michael Hancock 
and Colorado Governor John 
Hickenlooper partnered with 
the Denver EDC to lead a 
business outreach mission to 
California, making contact with 
business and innovation leaders 
to discuss building stronger 

The program hopes to leverage the personal networks 
of these business leaders, providing another way to 
communicate with the business community outside 
of traditional communications methods. Because of 
the nature of economic development activities, many 
regional economic development organizations struggle 
to effectively communicate with local stakeholders. 
The E-Force initiative provides a tangible connection 
point for the local business community to economic 
development efforts.

Another group of project participants, called “Digital 
Agents,” will receive email-based news items about 
the Denver Region and its economy. These items 
will be specially formatted for easy sharing on social 
networking platforms.

The E-Force initiative recognizes that many business 
people and citizens look first to their peers for 
information about the region. Many local citizens are 
eager to share positive news about the place where 
they live, if the information is readily available. The 
project is an explicit tactic to help the EDC leverage the 
personal networks of current and past residents.
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ties and creating more high-tech jobs in Colorado. 
City, state, and private-sector leaders have also 
worked together to explore economic opportunities in 
space and aerospace technologies, bolster regional 
international trade and export promotion efforts, and 
coordinate efforts to deliver state and local incentives 
designed to attract new business to the region. 

Other mutual goals are to increase capital investment, 
foster innovation and technology, and educate and 
train the workforce of the future. Together, Colorado 
and the Denver metro are focusing on primary 
industry “clusters” including aerospace, agriculture, 
tourism, bioscience, energy, financial services, 
information services, defense, health and wellness, and 
manufacturing.

E-Force Promotes Denver
A new outreach program, the Metro Denver E-Force, is 
creating a network of regional business professionals 
to help spread information about Denver’s business 
climate. The Metro Denver EDC selected 30 local 
business leaders to be a part of its E-Force. These 
business people have committed to spreading the 
latest business news and knowledge about the region.

Figure 3. Source: EMSI Complete Employment, 2012.1. The measure depicted on the chart is a 
location quotient, the local share of jobs in a cluster divided by the national share of jobs in that 
cluster. For instance Denver’s defense and security cluster is 29% more concentrated than the 
national average.
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across a region from northeastern Ohio to northern 
West Virginia. 

•	 Joining with chambers of commerce from 11 other 
states and two Canadian provinces to support 
a federal agenda that recognizes the economic 
power and potential of the Great Lakes region. 

•	 Partnering with leaders and citizens from a four-
state, 32-county region surrounding Pittsburgh to 
envision a common future through the “Power of 
32” initiative.

Supporting Growth from Within
Providing support to existing, stable local businesses 
is a key focus of Pittsburgh’s efforts to promote 
economic growth. The Greater Pittsburgh Chamber of 
Commerce founded CompetePA, a statewide coalition 
of business organizations and employers, supporting 
business climate improvements. 

The Pittsburgh Regional Alliance, which has been 
recognized as one of the top regional economic 
development organizations in the US, targets regional 
economic sectors for growth through market research, 
supply chain strategies, project management and 
national and global marketing. The Pittsburgh 
Regional Alliance’s Pittsburgh Impact initiative offers 
businesses that have a track record of job creation 
and job retention expansion support services, helping 
small businesses in the region identify new markets, 
grow, and create more jobs. In 2011, businesses and 
developers in the Pittsburgh region announced 286 
projects in the pipeline representing nearly $1.5 billion 
in capital investment and a total impact of 17,000 jobs 
(new and retained).

Public sector leaders from throughout the 10-county 
region have also taken an active role in promoting 
business growth and encouraging private-sector job 
creation. Through the Tri-County Airport Partnership, 
the counties immediately surrounding Pittsburgh 
International Airport worked together with the 
Conference and other stakeholders to prepare 2,000 
shovel-ready acres for private investment. The Regional 
Air Service Partnership, another public-private effort, 
focuses on strengthening and expanding air service to 
critical markets, including the establishment of a direct 
international flight to Paris. 

Both the City of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County 
have redevelopment authorities which offer a range 

Supported by a booming regional energy-production 
industry, rebounding manufacturing sectors, notable 
research-and-development capabilities, and a deep 
and stable corporate base, Pittsburgh has outstripped 
both national and Pennsylvania job-creation rates over 
the past two years. With an unemployment rate below 
the national average, a growing base of human capital, 
and continued signs of economic growth, the region 
stands positioned to become a leading metro area for 
job creation. 

Allegheny Conference: A Framework for 
Collaboration
Part of Pittsburgh’s success can be attributed to the 
region’s collaborative approach to economic growth 
and job-creation efforts. Key public and private-
sector stakeholders, including the Greater Pittsburgh 
Chamber of Commerce, the Pittsburgh Regional 
Alliance, and the Pennsylvania Economy League 
of Greater Pittsburgh work together through the 
Allegheny Conference on Community Development to 
develop and implement a unified regional agenda for 
job creation.  

The Conference uses this unique structure to tap the 
leadership, vision, and commitment of CEOs and 
corporate executives throughout the region to drive 
regional advocacy, business investment marketing, 
project management, and public policy research and 
development activities in affiliation with its partners. 
This commitment to private-sector leadership is 
emphasized through the Conference’s Regional 
Investors Council, comprising over 300 top regional 
employers contributing leadership and financial 
support to the organization.

Launched in the 1940s to improve air quality in 
the then “Smoky City” and to better unify regional 
development efforts, the Allegheny Conference 
continues to build sustainable prosperity by making 
Pittsburgh a location of choice for workers and 
business investment, strengthening communities, and 
energizing tomorrow’s economy.  

Built on nearly 70 years of proven public-private 
partnership results, today’s Conference partnerships 
reach across state lines to build economic 
collaborations throughout the tri-state area (PA, OH, 
and WV). Major efforts include:

•	 The Tech Belt, an initiative to encourage investment 

Pittsburgh: The Steel City Comeback
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operations, provide a solid foundation for development, 
commercialization, and production of innovative new 
products.  

In addition to providing skilled graduates and R&D 
output to regional industry, Pittsburgh’s universities 
have also taken an active role in partnering with 
regional manufacturers to support job creation. The 
University of Pittsburgh’s Manufacturing Assistance 
Program (MAC) offers technical assistance and job 
training support to regional companies, helping them 
increase productivity and efficiency. Carnegie Mellon 
University’s world-class Robotics Institute also works 
with manufacturers, partnering on industry-sponsored 
research projects and providing companies with 
access to top-rate research resources and students 
with pathways to careers in the region. 

In addition, the University of Pittsburgh, Carnegie 
Mellon University, and the University of Pittsburgh 
Medical Center have collaborated to foster creation 
of a nonprofit support and investment network 
to commercialize spin-off technologies and bring 
innovation to market.

of business-support programs, including initiatives 
focused on site development, entrepreneurship, 
small-business development, and financing and work 
in partnership with a strong network of community 
development organizations. 

Most strikingly, since the steel industry’s heyday 
in the middle of the last century, the Pittsburgh 
region has evolved to develop a more robust and 
diversified industrial base. A look at the region’s most 
concentrated industries in 2011 (Table 1) reveals 
strength in many manufacturing sectors, as well as 
in energy, business management and corporate 
headquarters, health care, education, and finance.

The Innovation Economy
Long a national hub for manufacturing, Pittsburgh has 
made development of advanced manufacturing and 
retention and expansion of existing industries a key 
focus. The region is home to nearly 3000 advanced 
manufacturing firms, which, along with the existing 
research and development base at the region’s 
leading universities and over 100 private sector R&D 

Table 1: Pittsburgh Region’s Most Concentrated Industries

Industry 2011 Jobs
2011 Concentration 

Nation=1.0
2011 Avg. Annual 

Wage

Primary Metal Manufacturing 12,537 3.96 $88,607

Petroleum and Coal Products Manufacturing 2,307 2.57 $111,591

Monetary Authorities-Central Bank 411 2.37 $46,714

Management of Companies and Enterprises 36,351 2.20 $130,780

Educational Services (Private) 70,753 2.07 $38,892

Museums, Historical Sites, and Similar Institutions 2,031 1.83 $29,840

Nonmetallic Mineral Product Manufacturing 5,226 1.70 $61,748

Transit and Ground Passenger Transportation 8,540 1.66 $22,657

Electrical Equipment, Appliance, and Component Manufacturing 4,816 1.60 $83,378

Mining (except Oil and Gas) 3,086 1.54 $92,751

Oil and Gas Extraction 8,402 1.49 $50,955

Hospitals (Private) 55,177 1.46 $57,423

Nursing and Residential Care Facilities 37,840 1.44 $34,946

Fabricated Metal Product Manufacturing 15,219 1.37 $59,874

Credit Intermediation and Related Activities 29,778 1.31 $69,106

Ambulatory Health Care Services 76,346 1.26 $70,366

Pipeline Transportation 441 1.24 $110,713

Social Assistance 37,463 1.23 $23,528

Machinery Manufacturing 10,736 1.22 $79,140

Health and Personal Care Stores 11,170 1.22 $37,771

Utilities 5,709 1.21 $124,580

Source: EMSI Complete Employment, 2012.1. The concentration measure in the table is a location quotient, the local share of jobs in a 
cluster divided by the national share of jobs in that cluster. For instance Pittsburgh’s primary metal manufacturing cluster is nearly four times 
more concentrated than the national average.
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The Allegheny Conference is a founding partner with 
Innovation Works, the region’s lead organization for 
supporting and funding start-ups and spin-offs, in 
creating the Energy Alliance of Greater Pittsburgh. 
The alliance is a public-private partnership with more 
than 100 members working to increase the scale 
of the region’s energy industry, create and retain 
jobs and investment and advance our leadership in 
environmental sustainability. 

Regional collaborative efforts to encourage major 
energy developments have paid dividends. Shell Oil 
recently chose the Pittsburgh region as the preferred 
site for a multi-billion dollar ethane cracking facility 
which will produce a range of chemicals from the 
region’s natural gas reserves. In addition to creating 
hundreds of jobs building and operating the plant, 
the facility should unlock opportunities for associated 
petrochemical industry development and job creation 
in the region.

Filling the Talent Pipeline
The Pittsburgh region has turned the corner on brain 
drain, the outmigration of young people educated at 
the region’s 36 colleges and universities. According 

Growth Fueled by Energy Development
The unfolding boom in shale gas exploration and 
production in Pennsylvania has been a major engine 
for economic growth in the Pittsburgh region over 
the past several years. As more gas capacity has 
come online, driven by new drilling technologies and 
increased world energy demand, job growth in energy-
related industries has jumped by leaps and bounds. 

The Conference actively works to ensure that the 
Pittsburgh region reaps the economic benefits of 
the Marcellus Shale gas through an active energy 
supply chain initiative that reaches beyond drilling to 
downstream uses of natural gas as an alternative fuel 
and manufacturing feedstock, new targeted workforce 
deployment efforts and increased focus on public-
private sector collaboration.

The Regional Alliance’s energy supply chain initiative 
communicates with businesses already in the region 
about new energy-related opportunities and identifies 
supply chain gaps to be filled through business 
expansion and relocation. Early successes to date 
include new investments by Hunting Energy, BOS 
Solutions, and Valerus. 
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to IRS tax return data since 1996, the region’s 
outmigration rate has never been higher than 60% of 
a typical metropolitan area. Pittsburgh’s out-migration 
rate has declined even further since 2008 and the 
region is now enjoying a small net gain in residents 
due to increasing inward migration. In recent years, 
Pittsburgh has not had a problem with high out-
migration; rather, its in-migration rate has lagged other 
metropolitan areas. Pittsburgh’s new challenge is not in 
stemming an outflow of residents, but in improving its 
performance in attracting new ones.

In fact, the region’s young workforce is one of the most 
educated in any region of the country. Pittsburgh’s 
lower educational-attainment figures are a product 
of its top-heavy age structure overall and not a true 
indication of the education level of its workforce. Half 
of the region’s residents aged 25 to 44 have at least a 
two-year degree, the seventh-highest of the nation’s 51 
largest metropolitan areas.

While energy-related industries have been a regional 
success story, continued expansion will rely on industry 
access to skilled workers. The Power of Pittsburgh, an 
initiative launched by the Energy Alliance, is designed 
to connect workers to growing companies in the 
industry, spurring continued economic growth. The 
initiative provides a one-stop online site listing career 
options, job openings, and energy companies in the 
Pittsburgh area. Individuals looking to launch a career 
in the industry can also access information on regional 
training programs and apprenticeships, easing the 
transition into new career fields.

Throughout the Pittsburgh region, community and 
technical colleges have also stepped up to the plate in 
support of growing industries. Westmoreland County 
Community College and the Pennsylvania College 
of Technology, in partnership with the Allegheny 
Conference, colleges, workforce training groups, and 
industry partners in a four-state region, launched the 
ShaleNET initiative in 2011. The new effort provides 
standardized, industry-recognized training and 
certification programs to identify, train, and place 
individuals in the highest demand jobs related to the 
growing shale gas industry.

Building on a Strong Foundation and Looking to the 
Future
Local leaders in Denver and Pittsburgh recognize 
the importance of understanding the strengths and 
weaknesses of their regions, their individual economic 
DNA, and the value of coordination and collaboration 

in their communities. A chamber of commerce or an 
economic development agency does not create jobs 
directly, but it can become the critical link between 
business, government agencies, academia, and 
citizens. 

In Denver, strong strategic leadership by the city of 
Denver and its mayor sets the stage for the regional 
chamber and Metro Denver EDC to take the lead 
on regional initiatives like the Colorado Energy 
Commission and the E-Force initiative. Pittsburgh’s 
Allegheny Conference provides the structure and 
leadership needed for economic research and 
community and economic development projects like 
the broad Power of 32 collaborative or the linking of 
workforce players with ShaleNET.

The coordinating function provided by these local 
groups may not steal headlines, but it is the behind-
the-scenes work that can help catalyze job growth and 
help make public programs more efficient.
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