
PURSUING INNOVATION 
A snapshot of the Metro Milwaukee  

Innovation Index  

Public Policy Forum 
moving the region forward  

Summary of Findings 
While the Milwaukee region’s economic base is rooted in its manufacturing history, many believe that the  
region’s future prosperity will be tied to its ability to successfully transition its economy into one that is based 
on knowledge and innovation.  The Innovation Index presents baseline data for measures that have been closely 
linked to the 21st century economy: idea development and commercialization; entrepreneurship; and the  
availability of knowledgeable and skilled workers.   
 
The Milwaukee region’s transition to the knowledge-based economy may best be described as a work in  
progress. With regard to innovation inputs, many regional trends are positive, including growing university  
research and development spending, higher educational attainment levels, more jobs created by small firms, 
and more Small Business Innovation Research-Small Business Technology Transfer (SBIR-STTR) awards. Far less 
promising, however, are the region’s negative or flat trends in patent activity, number of scientists and  
engineers, and knowledge workers per capita.   
 
When compared to six peer regions, the Milwaukee region’s performance again is mixed. Specific areas with 
evident need for improvement include patent activity, educational attainment, business dynamics, and capital 
formation. Improving the Milwaukee region’s performance in those areas could prove critical to its economic 
future, and takes on more urgency given the recent economic downturn. 
 

Methodology 
The selected indicators depict the innovation footprint in the region, defined as the Milwaukee Metropolitan 
Statistical Area, by gauging the resource inputs and outputs tied to creative process improvements and product 
and business development.  The outputs, while not only the result of innovation-specific inputs, measure overall 
improvements in economic health, which are linked to changes in business performance as a result of  
innovation.    
 
Data sources vary by indicator and include the National Science Foundation, the Harvard Cluster Mapping  
Project, the U.S. Census and the American Community Survey, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Edward Lowe 
Foundation, the Small Business Administration, the Bureau of Economic Analysis, and the U.S. Department of 
Commerce International Trade Association. 
 

Regional Comparisons 
To supplement the trend data and provide context for the Milwaukee region’s performance, the Index uses two 
sets of benchmark regions (leader and peer regions). The three leader regions are Austin, which is considered a 
current leader; and Kansas City and Portland, which are considered emerging leaders.  These regions – widely 
known for their high tech industries – were chosen for comparison to exemplify regional economies that already 
have made a successful shift to the knowledge economy. Three Midwestern regional peers (Cincinnati,  
Indianapolis, and Minneapolis) provide a more localized perspective from which to compare the Milwaukee  
region’s standing.  



INNOVATION INPUTS - Key Assets for Promoting Regional Innovation 

  
Recent  

Regional Data 
Regional 

Trend 
Comparison to 

Benchmarks 

Educational Attainment     Unfavorable 

Population with Bachelors Degree or higher (2008) 30.9%    

Population with Associates Degree (2008) 7.2%    

Scientist and Engineers     Average 

S&E Workers Total (2008) 12,350     

S&E Workers per 1,000 People (2008) 8.0    

Knowledge Workers     Average 

Knowledge Workers Total (2008) 144,810     

Knowledge Workers per 1,000 People (2008) 93.5    

Skilled Workers/Technicians     Favorable 

Skilled Workers Total (2008) 115,300     

Skilled Workers per 1,000 People (2008) 74.4    

Skilled Immigrant Population     Average 

Foreign Born Population with a BA or Higher (2008) 2.5%    

  
Recent  

Regional Data 
Regional 

Trend 
Comparison to 

Benchmarks 

Capital Formation     Unfavorable 

SBIR-STTR1 Awards and Grants (2008) $3,708,351      

SBIR-STTR Annual Growth 4.8%    

SBA2 7(a) and 504 Loans (2008) $111,856,600      

  
Recent Regional 

Data 
Regional 

Trend 
Comparison to 

Benchmarks 

Prosperity     Average 

Job Growth (2000-2008) -9.7%   

Per Capita Income (2008) $43,042    

Median Household Income (2008) $54, 386   

IDEA DEVELOPMENT:   Investment that encourages idea development 
and process discoveries that can fuel creation of new businesses and enable  
existing firms to maintain and grow their businesses.  

BUSINESS DYNAMISM AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP:  Small businesses 
and entrepreneurs are key sources of innovation and job creation.  

REGIONAL TALENT AND SKILLS:   Talent and skills are the currency of the 
knowledge economy. An educated workforce helps attract and retain innovative  
businesses and increases job opportunities for residents.  

CAPITAL FORMATION:   Businesses and entrepreneurs require access 
to capital to fund new ventures and innovative products and processes.  

PRODUCTIVITY:  A measure of overall regional economic health.  

  
Recent Regional 

Data 
Regional 

Trend 
Comparison to 

Benchmarks 

Productivity     Average 

Metro Gross Domestic Product (2008) $70.6 billion    

Metro Gross Domestic Product  per Worker (2007) $68,607     

PROSPERITY:  Thriving regions offer economic opportunities for  
residents and businesses, which also help to attract others to the region.  GLOBAL EXPORTS:  Ability of local businesses to sell products outside 

the U.S. and compete in a dynamic global market.  

  
Recent Regional 

Data 
Regional 

Trend 
Comparison to 

Benchmarks 

Metro Exports     Unfavorable 

Export Value (2007) $7.3 billion    

Export Value per Worker (2007) $9,615    

ECONOMIC OUPUTS - Measures of Our Region’s Economic Health 

PURSUING INNOVATION: A snapshot of the Metro Milwaukee Innovation Index  

For more information on the Innovation Index and regional  
comparisons, you can download the full report at 

www.publicpolicyforum.org.   

  Recent  
Regional Data 

Regional 
Trend 

Comparison to 
Benchmarks 

University Research & Development (R&D)     Average 

Total University R&D Expenditures (2007) $211.7 million    

Industry Patents     Unfavorable 

Patents per 10,000 Employees (2007) 5.26    

  
Recent  

Regional Data 
Regional 

Trend 
Comparison to 

Benchmarks 

Entrepreneurial Jobs      Average 

Jobs in Micro Businesses  
(1-9 employees, 2007) per 1,000 people 

99    

Jobs in Small Businesses  
(10-99 employees, 2007) per 1,000 people 

153    

Business Dynamics      Unfavorable 

Ratio of Firm Births to Deaths (2005-2006) 1.05    

LEGEND  

Regional Trend indicates the direction of the data trend for the  
Milwaukee region over the past 3-5 years.  

Comparison to Benchmarks rates our region’s performance as it  
compares to six benchmark regions.  Benchmark regions include:  
Austin, Kansas City, Portland, Cincinnati, Indianapolis, and Minneapolis. 
 

Favorable = among top two peer regions  
Average = the middle of the peer regions 
Unfavorable = among bottom  

1 Small Business Innovation Research-Small Business Technology Transfer (SBIR-STTR) 
2 Small Business Administration (SBA) 


