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Fall feature – Keeping creative business close to home

A tale of three cities – Philadelphia, Baltimore and D.C.

Are they keeping the creative juices (and dollars) flowing?

by Darcy Silvers

Philadelphia snared Live 8 and “Real World.” (Not to mention “American Bandstand” way back when.) “Runaway Bride” was filmed in Baltimore. And where else would “All the President’s Men” be filmed but Washington, D.C.?

When it comes to creativity, these three East Coast cities can hold their own against the likes of New York City and Chicago. And we’re not just talking about the film industry. Advertising and public relations agencies, web design firms, event planners and more are landing the big-name clients, the big-budget accounts, and the big-league headaches that come with the territory.

But how are businesses in the creative industry faring in their own back yards? In Houston, for example, the Houston Advertising Federation has formed Only in Houston, billed as “the one-stop source for finding Houston creative.” A true collaborative effort, its founders reflect a cross-section of the Houston creative community.

In the Tampa area, CreativeTampaBay, Inc. is a not-for-profit, grassroots organization dedicated to synergizing the community’s assets to cultivate an environment that encourages innovation, expands the economy and is a magnet for creative people. The New England Council has launched a Creative Economy Initiative. Memphis conducted the Memphis Talent Magnet Project. The list of communities banding together for the creative good is nearly as long as the line of cars on I-95 at rush hour.

So do Philly, Baltimore and D.C. have similar programs in place to encourage local companies to hire local creative firms? Are they working together to promote the creative industry in their respective cities – and attract the caliber of talent necessary to compete with the “big boys”? 

Yes…and no.

“Everything we use is local,” says Sharon Pinkenson, executive director of The Greater Philadelphia Film Office. “We encourage producers and filmmakers to use local talent and crews.” Pinkenson adds that her office also works with the local music industry “so that the sound of Philadelphia is in our projects.”

The office publishes a film and video guide, and provides a comprehensive list of local resources on its website. Even its website was created locally, by eCity Interactive. And the recent redesign of the site also was handled by a Philly web design firm – the Pixelworthy division of Electronic Ink.

In the advertising industry, agencies in Philly and other cities still are considered by many as “wannabees” compared to those in New York, Chicago and Los Angeles. “Philadelphia is a viable market in the advertising industry,” says Michael Busler, assistant professor of New Jersey’s Rowan University. “There are a number of very credible ad agencies.”

But Busler is quick to note that it’s Madison Avenue that lands the major accounts – and the talent. His students head there to make a splash in the industry and a name for themselves. From the client perspective, Busler says the New York agencies have a proven track record. “If I were a product manager,” he says, “I’d want the most creative ad agency I could afford.”

It’s no secret that the advertising business can be quite cutthroat. Is the competition among Philly agencies too fierce for cooperation? “You’ll find a sense of community without hesitation,” Busler observes. “If one of the agencies hits a home run, the ad club will certainly promote it.”

The Philadelphia Ad Club positions itself as “the voice of the Philadelphia ad community,” says Executive Director Alan Tempest. He notes that, while the Philly ad club’s efforts may not be marketed the same as Only in Houston, their resources are very similar. Both websites list agency directories, job opportunities, articles, news, events and more. The Philly club’s goal, too, appears the same: “to create syngergistic opportunities within the community.”

Believe it

Jim Astrachan, president of the Advertising Association of Baltimore, is working to attract clients from outside Baltimore to the area and its agencies. And with good reason.

A lawyer by trade, Astrachan cited the following examples. The University of Maryland’s University College hired New York’s Grey Advertising for a major project. In 2002 the City of Baltimore launched its “Believe” campaign aimed at reducing drug use. “Would you believe they went to New York to hire an agency?” Astrachan asked.

Last year, the ad federation met with the mayor to plead its case, promoting Baltimore as a creative community. Astrachan said the mayor seemed receptive to idea. Shortly thereafter, the Baltimore Convention and Visitors Bureau hired Cincinnati branding firm Landor Associates, to the tune of $500,000.

And so the advertising association is setting its sights on clients outside the Baltimore area. “We have very good agencies and very good services,” Astrachan says. He adds that clients who use Baltimore agencies and visit the area can get the best of both worlds. They still can take the train to New York and see a Broadway show. They also can relax at Maryland’s eastern shore, rent a boat on the Chesapeake, and enjoy crabs at Baltimore’s Inner Harbor.

In conjunction with its landmark 25th anniversary year, the Baltimore Office of Promotion & The Arts’ annual Artscape festival this summer awarded a $25,000 prize to a visual artist working in the region.  The Janet & Walter Sondheim Artscape Prize is designed specifically to assist area artists further their careers by allowing them to pursue tracks in their work that may not otherwise be possible. The first year of this new annual prize focused on the visual arts. The competition was open to artists in Maryland; Washington, DC; Delaware; Fairfax, Loudoun and Prince William counties in Virginia; and Adams, Chester, Franklin and Lancaster counties in Pennsylvania.

Another project Baltimore launched this year was the Screenwriters Competition to help encourage up-and-coming screenwriters, as well as the next generation of screenwriters. The competition was a project of Mayor Martin O’Malley and the Baltimore Office of Promotion & The Arts’ Division of Film, Video and Television.

Baltimore drew on some of Philly’s expertise with a Mural Arts Seminar and Workshop at the Maryland Institute College of Art’s (MICA). Philadelphia muralist Keir Johnston held a hands-on workshop on a parachute painting, a mural painting technique that allows the artist to make large-scale images off site. The city also brought in Philly’s renowned Philadanco dance troupe for a performance.

When it comes to attracting creative talent and funding, one Baltimore organization actually uses D.C., Philly and New York as a draw, rather than trying to compete. Baltimore’s Creative Alliance at the Patterson, which promotes the arts and humanities, notes that Baltimore has inexpensive real estate and is “a short ride to New York, D.C. or Philly, and it’s no wonder artists from around the country are increasingly calling Baltimore home.” And The Greater Baltimore Cultural Alliance bills itself as “a catalyst to create a cohesive cultural community that strengthens the livability and economic vitality of the Greater Baltimore region.”

Finding a niche

In D.C., there’s a lot of government work to go around. There are also a lot of PR agencies. But for boutique agencies like Hager Sharp, which specialize in certain fields, life is good. Hager Sharp focuses on the health, safety and education industries.

Leika Lewis, an account assistant at Hager Sharp, says that most of the agency’s competition for accounts is right in the D.C. area. “D.C. really is a small town,” says Lewis. “Everyone knows everyone.” While most of Hager Sharp’s accounts are in the D.C. metro area, the agency does have clients outside the area. 

Being a niche agency has its advantages. “We’re not going for the Nike account,” she says. “We have a great reputation in D.C. for what we do.”

The Advertising Club of Metropolitan Washington holds an annual Advertising Week with events geared toward the community. The week is filled with social networking, a press conference, professional development and more. The ad club also sponsors the annual Addy Awards; this year’s competition attracted 350 people, according to club spokeswoman Cody Eb.

Sometimes, budgets – or lack thereof – determine who does the creative work. In the District of Columbia Public Schools, for instance, most of the work is done in-house, according to Roxanne Evans, interim chief of communications. The budget doesn’t allow for much outsourcing, she explains.

Audrey Williams, public affairs officer for District of Columbia Schools, says the school system tries to use LSDBE (local small disadvantaged business enterprises). Local businesses receive first preference, but businesses must be on the District of Columbia government vendor list to bid on projects.

‘Poised for creative growth’

This year’s Andrew Wyeth exhibit at the Philadelphia Museum of art is an example of community collaboration. The exhibit was sponsored in part by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic Development, as well as local media and corporations.

Over the summer, Innovation Philadelphia hosted the Global Creative Economy Convergence Summit. Innovation Philadelphia is a public/private partnership whose goal is to grow the wealth and the workforce of the Greater Philadelphia Region’s Innovation Economy. The three-day summit attracted business and creative professionals in design, architecture, fashion, music and film production, software development, the performing and fine arts, and web design.

“We are poised for creative growth,” says Stephanie Naidoff, city representative and director of commerce for the City of Philadelphia. We were “excited to showcase…all that Philadelphia has to offer.”

According to Innovation Philadelphia, in the Greater Philadelphia Region, the Creative Economy generates more than $44 billion annually and more than 30 percent of the workforce is considered part of this segment. Since 1992, Philadelphia’s film industry alone has generated more than $750 million.

The summit is a prime example of community partnerships for a common creative goal. Members of the summit advisory committee included representatives from The Greater Philadelphia Cultural Alliance, the Arts & Business Council, the New Jersey Council on the Arts, government, the academic world and local businesses.

Darcy Silvers is a freelance writer based in Holland, PA. She has worked on both the agency and the client side of the ad industry.

