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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
As a world premiere research organization, The Wistar 
Institute (Wistar) has positioned itself as a unique force for 
breakthrough scientific advances, impactful discoveries, 
and long-lasting solutions to some of humanity’s most 
pressing health problems.  
 

During the past five years, Wistar science has illuminated complex 
mechanisms of cancer and infectious diseases, moved vaccine and 
therapeutic candidates to the stage of clinical testing, and combated 
the COVID-19 pandemic with scientific rigor, unique innovation, and 
resourceful ingenuity. As the milestones set forth in the last institutional 
strategic plan have been achieved and surpassed, Wistar has now 
launched a new, ambitious, and far-reaching Bold Science, Global 
Impact Strategic Plan. The new plan builds on expansive research 
accomplishments in cancer and immunology research over the past 
five years, an engaged and highly productive faculty representing 
all academic ranks, uniquely strong institutional financials, and a 
pervasive culture of collaboration that has become a unique identifier 
of Wistar science worldwide. The product of a highly inclusive 
and consultative process that involved faculty, staff and Trustees, 
the 2021-2026 strategic plan charters a path forward for Wistar in 
three, comprehensive themes: Science and Technology, Education 
and Life Sciences, and Strategic Partnerships and Global Impact.
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Each strategic theme embeds our interlocking 
goals of groundbreaking research innovation 
in cancer and emerging infectious diseases, 
education and training of the next 
generation of scientists, and development 
of domestic and international partnerships 
to multiply scientific creativity and 
research impact. The fulfillment of these 
goals will position Wistar at the forefront 
of the world’s most innovative, impactful, and 
transformative research and educational institutions. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

Advances in scientific research that result in improvements to human health 
are prompted by imagination, a bold determination to seek answers, and the 
versatility to contemplate novel approaches. For more than 125 years, The 
Wistar Institute, America’s first independent, nonprofit biomedical research 
institute, has been the home of breakthrough scientific discovery in cancer, 
immunology and infectious diseases, and vaccine development. Together with 
our partners, Wistar has halted rubella and rabies epidemics and has prevented 
deaths globally from rotavirus. While Wistar is world renowned as a leader in 
cancer research and vaccine development, for the last twenty years it has also 
played a unique role in science education and training in Philadelphia through 
its signature biomedical training programs. 
 
The last strategic plan for the Wistar Institute (Reimagining Wistar) was 
approved in 2015. All the milestones set forth in the Plan have been 
accomplished. During the 5-years between 2015 and 2020, the Institute has 
successfully absorbed the loss of the long-running Rotateq royalties and 
ensured long-term financial sustainability. Extraordinary progress has been 
made on multiple aspects of the Institute’s scientific enterprise. These include 
recruitment of top-tier faculty in the areas of cancer and vaccines, acquisition 
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of the new technologies critical for advancing cutting-edge research, launch 
of a successful Vaccine and Immunotherapy Center, renewal of our NCI-
designated Cancer Center status with an Exceptional rating, continued growth 
in NIH funding, and recognition of the Institute’s scientific contributions 
for high impact and relevance. The Institute’s reputation as a nucleus for 
exceptional science, innovation, and public-private partnerships reached new 
heights during the past five years, making Wistar science synonymous with 
rigorous and impactful advances, recognized both locally and globally. Over 
the last five years, Wistar also made significant progress on a broad portfolio 
of outreach initiatives that strengthen the Institute and prime it for its next 
phase of expansion. Specifically, the Institute has invested in its educational 
mission, creating partnerships with non-profits, universities, and colleges, and 
it has worked diligently with the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania legislature 
to garner support for its efforts. Finally, the Institute has leveraged its robust 
infrastructure, culture of transparency and cooperation, and unwavering support 
of its employees to successfully manage the COVID-19 pandemic, maintaining 
full employment and ensuring the health and safety of all members of the 
Wistar community. 

 
The 2021 Wistar Institute Strategic Planning Process
Emboldened by the successful completion of the Reimagining Wistar 
milestones, in the fall of 2020, the Institute embarked on a Strategic Planning 
process to set our course for the next five years. Designed to be highly 
consultative, deliberative, and transparent, the Strategic Planning process 
had the overarching goal of identifying game-changing 
opportunities that advance our three themes: (1) 
Science and Technology; (2) Education and Life 
Sciences and (3) Strategic Partnership and Global 
Impact. 
 
To guide the strategic planning process, the 
Institute designed a comprehensive and 
deliberately consultative process that involved 
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the creation of three working groups corresponding 
to each of the three strategic themes. The working 
groups were deliberately multidisciplinary, with 
active participation of faculty, staff and Trustees, 
and designed to cross-pollinate areas of interest 
and expertise. To provide both a venue for 
comprehensive discussion, where everything is 

on the table, and a vehicle to identify actionable 
strategic goals for the Institute, each working group 

was comprised of only six members. A discussion 
leader was assigned to each working group to coordinate 

meetings, ensure focused and productive discussion, and maintain 
detailed notes of the proceedings. Each working group was asked to identify 
up to 3 strategic priorities and provide an estimate of the financial resources, 
institutional needs, and implementation tactics required to achieve those 
priorities in the next five years. Upon completion of the process, each working 
group prepared a one-page summary and three slides of its assessments and 
recommendations, which were presented to the Board of Trustees in December 
2020. Following the general presentation, a series of “breakout” sessions were 
held on each theme for all trustees to participate in the discussion and process. 
These sessions concluded in January 2021 with approval from the Trustees and 
staff to move forward and finalize the five-year Strategic Plan. We are naming 
this transformative five-year strategic plan:  Bold Science, Global Impact.
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MISSION STATEMENT

The mission of The Wistar Institute is to marshal the talents of outstanding 
scientists through a highly-enabled culture of biomedical collaboration 
and innovation, in order to solve some of the world’s most challenging and 
important problems in the field of cancer, immunology, and infectious diseases, 
and produce groundbreaking advances in world health. 

Consistent with a pioneering legacy of leadership in not-for-profit biomedical 
research and a track record of life-saving contributions in immunology and cell 
biology, The Wistar Institute aims to pursue novel and courageous research 
paths to life science discovery, and to accelerate/potentiate the impact of those 
discoveries by shortening the path from bench to bedside. 

VISION STATEMENT

Our vision for Wistar is a path of science exceptionalism: to be recognized 
regionally and globally as one of the world’s most important and productive 
engines of transformative biomedical discovery, with an impact on human 
health that is disproportionate to our size; to be known for a distinctive brand 
of science — “Wistar Science” — that is original, nimble, and courageous; to 
be sought after by other discovery and translation focused organizations as a 
partner of choice in advancing new health discoveries; to influence the process 
of discovery world-wide by shaping and exemplifying best practices; to be a 
community of choice for talented and motivated research scientists who will 
drive the Wistar discovery engine; and to leverage our intellectual capital and 
culture for greater self-sufficiency so that we can continue to invest boldly in 
important discovery initiatives that fulfill our mission. 
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OUR AMBITION 

We aim at becoming one of the world’s best research institutes, recognized 
for scientific innovation, impactful discoveries, and global collaboration in 
addressing the world’s most pressing health problems. 

 
 
.  

The 2021-2026 Bold Science, Global Impact 

WISTAR STRATEGIC PLAN
Three Fundamental Institutional Themes

Science  
and  
Technology

Education  
and Life  
Sciences

Strategic  
Partnerships 
and Global 
Impact
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THEME I 

Science and Technology

Provide accelerated discoveries to impact global health challenges 
through cutting-edge research. Establish platforms to engineer 
molecular- and cellular-based strategies against cancer and 
emerging and/or global infectious diseases.

THREE PRIORITY AREAS IN SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY  

Enhance capacity 
for rapid response 
to future global 
health crises 
caused by 
existing infectious 
diseases and 
emerging 
pathogens.

Halt cancer 
therapeutic 
resistance by 
establishing 
rapid innovation 
platforms for 
novel drug 
candidates.

Advance 
technologies 
for accelerated 
discovery and 
personalized anti-
cancer strategies 
(diagnostics 
and therapies) 
to lessen health 
disparities.



PG. 10 
 

BOLD Science // GLOBAL Impact 

S
T

R
A

T
E

G
IC

 P
L

A
N

PRIORITY 1   
Enhance capacity for rapid response to 
future global health crises caused by existing 
infectious diseases and emerging pathogens.

Threats to global health, including biowarfare 
and pandemics, require an effective global 

preparedness and rapid response system. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has upended the lives 

of millions, shut down societies, and derailed 
economies. The death toll is staggering. If we can see 

past the perilous present to an uncertain future, the world 
after COVID-19 will be reshaped in several ways, with the potential for even 
more catastrophic pandemics. The response we mount today must be urgent 
and effective – and it must prepare us to mobilize effectively for whatever 
comes next. Our lives and our futures depend on it. This kind of challenge is 
nothing new for Wistar. For more than a century, Wistar has existed to confront 
moments like today. Saving lives has been our purpose and our call to action. At 
Wistar, we run forward; we put science first; and we tackle the world’s biggest 
threats with tools and resources developed over a century of science leadership. 

This is a critical moment in one of the fiercest and most decisive health battles 
the world has ever fought, and a critical juncture in the history of infectious 
diseases. As global health crises continue to emerge, there is an urgent need 
to respond to threats by rapidly developing and delivering new therapies. The 
Wistar Vaccine and Immunotherapy Center (VIC) will fulfill this need, rapidly 
deploying discoveries through diverse collaborations to shorten the path of new 
vaccines and therapeutics from bench to bedside.

Solutions to complex problems require not only innovative technologies, but 
also collaborative approaches. Within the VIC we will create a new Center 
for Pandemic Preparedness. This new entity will shorten the time between 
the identification of a new virus and devising and implementing diagnostics, 
therapeutics, vaccines, and cures.
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PRIORITY 1 — MEASURES:

• Form an international advisory council tasked 
with identifying the 5-10 pathogens likely 
to lead to a future pandemic. This group 
will represent scientists from academia, 
NGOs, and governmental organizations. 
The objective is to build research teams that 
can respond to global collaboration grant 
opportunities. 

• Create a multidisciplinary Wistar Center for Pandemic 
Preparedness. 

• Address microbial resistance with the creation of a new interdisciplinary 
program in the VIC, involving targeted faculty recruitment, facile disease 
models, and advanced preclinical models of resistant disease. 

• Recruit eight (8) new faculty members to double the current size of the VIC. 
The recruitment efforts will be international and will focus on the strategic 
areas of vaccine discovery and development, next generation therapeutics, 
cellular and molecular virology, and antibiotic and drug resistance. 

• Identify and acquire technologies necessary to ensure that VIC scientists 
have access to the most advanced, state-of-the-art research tools available. 
The VIC leadership will prioritize the technologies with the greatest potential 
impact for the research portfolio, including structural biology, molecular 
modeling and preclinical validation of novel vaccine and therapeutic 
candidates. 

• Optimize the scientific output of newly recruited faculty by providing 
additional space and facilities. Over the next five years, the VIC anticipates 
the need for 12,000 sq.ft. of state-of-the-art laboratory and office space 
for the Wistar Center for Pandemic Preparedness, along with the planned 
expansion of the VIC faculty and related technological capabilities.
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PRIORITY 2
Halt cancer therapeutic resistance by establishing rapid innovation 
platforms for novel drug candidates.

The technological advances of the past decade have changed our perspectives 
on cancer diagnosis and therapy. Leveraging the gains in genome sequencing 
and global profiling, we can now identify with reasonable accuracy the genetic, 
epigenetic, and signaling alterations that drive tumor progression. This has 
formed the basis (and hope) of personalized, or precision medicine: that cancer 
is an engineering problem, and if we sequence the genome of every patient, 
we will be able to match genetic alterations to targeted therapeutics and 
bring about durable clinical responses, even cures, with negligible side effects. 
However, the reality in the clinic has proven different. Aside from challenges 
in workflow feasibility and drug selection, virtually all molecularly-targeted 
drugs produce only short-lived clinical responses, typically at staggering costs 
and financial hardship to patients, only to be supplanted by the emergence of 
drug-resistant and metastatic disease. The basis of treatment failure is clearly 
multifactorial. 

However, there is broad agreement that the extraordinary heterogeneity of 
human cancer, with hundreds of malignant clones in constant cooperation and 
competition with each other, is a central driver of relapse and progression. 
Second- and third-line treatments typically produce even briefer clinical 
responses, if at all, and the advent of immunotherapy, heralded for its efficacy in 
late-stage disease, benefits only approximately 20% of patients with the most 
common tumor types. 

Despite their importance for disease outcome, the 
mechanisms that drive tumor heterogeneity and 
thus drug resistant and disseminated disease 
have remained surprisingly elusive. To what 
extent the mechanisms of drug resistance and 
metastasis involve genome hyper-mutability, 
non-genetic changes, evolutionary dynamics, or 
microenvironment-driven adaptation, continues 
to be debated, a unifying model has been missing. 
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This knowledge gap has repercussions for cancer 
biology in general, but it especially hampers 
drug discovery efforts, a process that is costly, 
inefficient, and limited to the <10% of potential 
cancer-causing genes that are considered 
“druggable”. As a result, anti-metastatic 
therapies do not exist and strategies to bypass 

drug resistance are minimally effective and carry 
considerable toxicity. The Wistar Institute Cancer 

Center is ideally poised to tackle the problem of 
tumor heterogeneity, cancer cell plasticity, and drug 

resistant disease with an integrated, multidisciplinary, and 
holistic approach. We propose that cancer remains a biology problem, and that 
advanced-stage disease is fueled by the ability of tumor cells to adjust to the 
selective pressure of their environment, i.e., plasticity, and acquire new traits of 
aggressive disease. 

We postulate that, reminiscent of Darwinian principles, tumor adaptation is not 
a collection of isolated responses, but an integrated signaling network. This 
network affects virtually every cellular function, sustaining cell proliferation, 
even under toxic microenvironmental conditions, countering multiple forms of 
cell death, reprogramming metabolism, and increasing cell motility and invasion. 
As the antecedent of metastasis, and, therefore, drug resistance and worse 
disease outcome, we propose that the heightened cell motility imparted by 
this signaling network is the most extreme form of adaptation: a mechanism 
for tumor cells to escape an unfavorable, unmitigable and non-bufferable 
“ecosystem”.

PRIORITY 2 — MEASURES:

• Establish foundational ‘systems’ platforms capable of rapid identification of 
personalized approaches to overcome resistance to chemotherapy and spur 
immune clearance of tumors. These platforms will cause a paradigm shift 
from large trials to more personalized approaches that reduce therapeutic 
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development time and generate candidate 
therapies capable of synergizing with current 
standard of care. 

• Expand and validate preclinical discovery 
platforms (PDX tumor models, humanized 
mouse models, etc.) capable of recapitulating 
differential sensitivity to conventional, 
molecular, and immune therapeutics. 

• Expand analysis of genotype-to-biology response 
with emphasis on therapeutic target identification for 
individual precision medicine. Accelerate high-impact cancer research and 
facilitate research translation and technology transfer to bridge the gap 
between research innovation and health improvement.

• Establish a consortium of researchers poised to study and build synthetic 
molecular and cellular immune components, which can communicate to 
synergize and boost anti-cancer responses. 

• Recruit ten (10) new Cancer Center faculty who can advance the strategic  
priorities in tumor immunology, cancer systems biology, metabolic and 
cellular reprogramming, and emerging mechanisms of treatment resistance. 

• Create a Center for Structural Drug Development that expands current 
institutional excellence in medicinal chemistry, molecular screening for 
target identification, and hit-to-lead drug selection with state-of-the-art 
approaches in structural biology, in-silico screening, molecular modeling and 
structure-activity relationships of drug-target interactions and compound 
optimization. 

• Over the next five years, we envision the Cancer Center will need an 
additional 18,000 sq.ft. of new, state-of-the-art laboratory space, to support 
the planned faculty and technological expansion set forth in the 2021-2026 
strategic directives.
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PRIORITY 3
Advance technologies for accelerated discovery and personalized anti-
cancer strategies (diagnostics and therapies).

The introduction of technologically advanced high-end computing capabilities, 
machine learning and artificial intelligence approaches have fundamentally 
changed basic and translational cancer research. The goal of these techniques 
is to identify novel molecular markers and subtypes of cancer, leading to a 
better, in-depth disease classification. In turn, this is predicted to provide 
practice-changing information related to disease onset, progression, and 
treatment sensitivity. In some cases, artificial intelligence and machine learning 
approaches have entered clinical practice, enabling the stratification of patients 
at risk of progressive diseases to inform new, more tailored treatment options. 
Despite these successes, cancer remains a highly heterogeneous condition 
and it is not unusual to detect molecular markers predictive of favorable and 
unfavorable disease within the same tumor. In addition, tumors are highly 
dynamic entities, continuously evolving in response to environmental cues 
and exposure to conventional or molecular therapies, resulting in ever-
changing patters of gene expression, gene silencing, microRNA regulation, and 
modulation of the epigenome.  

The Wistar Institute Cancer Center has long recognized the importance of 
cutting-edge computational capabilities and systems biology approaches 
to better estimate prognostic and predictive markers indicative of key 
signaling pathways implicated in disease progression and treatment 
resistance. Centralized in the Wistar Center for Systems and 
Computational Biology, these efforts will be strategically 
expanded during the next five years. This strategic 
priority has three tactical objectives: (1) reduce 
the inherent noise of high-throughput analysis of 
multidimensional, large datasets to reduce the 
high rate of false positives and false negatives 
and improve relevance and reliability of these 
approaches for the molecular classification of 
cancer; (2) develop a robust workflow for timely 



PG. 16 
 

BOLD Science // GLOBAL Impact 

S
T

R
A

T
E

G
IC

 P
L

A
N

analysis of exponentially growing data repositories; 
this is currently the most common bottleneck that 
hampers the widespread utilization of systems 
biology approaches in cancer research; and 
(3) improve the integration, algorithm design, 
and software development required for high-
throughput data analysis.

 

 
PRIORITY 3 — MEASURES:
• Expand the field of integrative computational biology at The Wistar Institute 

Cancer Center, leveraging expertise and research excellence in the areas of 
computer science, mathematics, physics, and engineering to analyze and 
interpret large, multidimensional datasets of biological repositories.

• Identify, map, and characterize novel molecular networks that improve 
signature generation and signature interpretation to predict oncogenes 
involved in therapy resistance and metastatic competence. 

• Create a programmatic effort for Integrated Cell Dynamics to support 
robust single-cell DNA and RNA sequencing and (when feasible) 
proteomics, metabolomics, lipidomics capabilities, coupled with integrated 
bioinformatics support.

• Of the ten recruits to the Cancer Center, identify two (2) with expertise in 
computational biology, machine learning and artificial intelligence.
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THEME 1:  
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY —  
IMPLEMENTATION INFRASTUCTURE

The fulfillment of the priorities under the first 
strategic theme requires an expansion of the 
institutional infrastructure that supports scientific 
pursuit. This includes: (1) high-end technological 
capabilities; (2) well-trained laboratory workforce 
and (3) nimble and opportunity-driven administrative 
infrastructure. 

1   High-end Technological Capabilities. New technologies are radically 
changing the way research is conducted. A generation of scientific 
breakthroughs will depend on new tools and instruments. In the hands of 
the pioneering scientists at The Wistar Institute, these technologies will help 
create a deeper understanding of human biology, and, with it, the possibility 
for more precise diagnostic tools, more effective medicines, and better 
strategies for disease prevention and treatment. Over the course of the next 
five years, Wistar will expand its range of technologies to include state-of-
the-art capabilities in (i) molecular screening, drug design, and development; 
(ii) structural biology, x-ray crystallography, and molecular modeling; (iii) 
disease models in genetically-engineered laboratory animals; and (iv) mass 
spectrometry determination of metabolomes and lipidomes.

2   Well-trained laboratory workforce. Wistar has a long-standing and proud 
tradition in the education, training, and mentoring of the next generation 
of scientists in cancer and immunology/infectious diseases. Building on a 
vast array of accomplishments in this sector, Wistar will create over the next 
five years an institutional environment aimed at the career development 
and impactful contributions of pre- and post-doctoral trainees supporting 
the research expansion set forth in the first strategic theme of this plan. 
In coordination with efforts in the second (Education and Life Sciences) 
and third (Strategic Partnerships and Global Impact) strategic themes of 
this plan, this will include the creation of new internal accelerator funding 
opportunities. These will be designed to (i) foster inter-programmatic 



PG. 18 
 

BOLD Science // GLOBAL Impact 

S
T

R
A

T
E

G
IC

 P
L

A
N

collaboration, (ii) support the recruitment and career development of 
postdoctoral trainees; and (iii) create a sustainable platform for translational 
and disease-relevant collaborations between Wistar and its partners 
domestically or internationally.

3   Nimble and Opportunity-Driven Administrative Infrastructure. Wistar’s 
success and broad range of accomplishments in the fulfillment of the 
last strategic plan involved the support of a nimble, non-bureaucratic, 
and highly opportunity-driven administrative infrastructure. Building on a 
model of collaborative leadership, Wistar administration has now become 
fully embedded in the scientific pursuit of the Institute, supporting every 
aspect of the research endeavor in the Cancer Center and the Vaccine and 
Immunotherapy Center. The same principles of collaborative leadership 
will continue to guide the expansion of Wistar administrative infrastructure 
necessary to support the new research pursuits set forth in the 2021-
2026 plan. This will involve targeted recruitment of new administrative 
staff in Finances, Science Administration, Institutional Advancement, and 
Communication and Marketing, ensuring adequate support of research goals, 
both internally and externally.
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THEME II 

Education and Life Sciences

A diverse and inclusive education and training effort is vital to 
support Wistar laboratories. It is required by federal funding 
agencies (NCI-designated Cancer Centers), garners global 
recognition, and opens exciting opportunities for industry 
partnership and philanthropy.

THREE PRIORITY AREAS IN  
EDUCATION AND LIFE SCIENCES  

Launch a Wistar 
Center for 
Education and 
Training to bring 
all educational 
programs under a 
single umbrella.

Expand the 
continuum 
of Wistar 
educational 
programs to 
create a diverse, 
inclusive life 
sciences talent 
pipeline.

Integrate 
Education and 
Training into 
Wistar’s mission 
for long-term, 
global impact 
in biomedical 
research.
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PRIORITY 1
Launch a Wistar Center for Education and 
Training to bring all educational programs 
under a single umbrella. 

Wistar’s last strategic plan included an expansion 
of our continuum of educational programs, 

focusing on creating the possibility of a future in 
scientific discovery for those who never imagined 

it, and providing training in technical disciplines that 
will serve the biomedical research community. The 

milestones set forth in the last Wistar strategic plan with 
respect to education and training have been met and vastly exceeded. We have 
now built capacity for our education programs by recruiting new faculty and 
staff; we have completed the building of a dedicated, state-of-the-art research 
training laboratory, which allows us to serve more students and to extend our 
training opportunities to a year round option, instead of just in the summer; and 
most importantly, we have created new partnerships and programs that are 
making our current programs accessible to more students to enhance inclusion, 
equity and diversity. The overarching goal of the Wistar education mission is 
not to grant degrees. Instead, we aim to (1) create a rigorously-trained and 
sustainable workforce for the life sciences in our region and beyond; and (2) 
create a talent pipeline that advances groups traditionally underrepresented in 
biomedical research, including women, and individuals of color.  

Wistar laboratories have long been beacons for education and training in our 
region and around the world. Our Institute hosts the entire spectrum of research 
trainees, from high school students, to undergraduate and graduate students, 
to postdoctoral fellows, always with the goal of promoting their interest in the 
sciences and developing their careers in biomedical research. Wistar education 
and training programs are numerous, impactful, and highly regarded nationally 
and internationally, providing foundation for further expanding our educational 
mission as articulated in the 2021-2026 strategic plan. Wistar launched a 
High School Summer Fellowship Program in 1994 and established its flagship 
Biomedical Technician Training Program, or BTT, in collaboration with the 
Community College of Philadelphia in 2000. In 2020, we launched a first-of-its 
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kind educational program with Cheyney University, 
the nation’s first Historically Black College or 
University.

Both the BTT and Cheyney Programs serve 
as pre-apprenticeships for our Biomedical 
Research Technician Apprenticeship workforce 
development program, which was registered in 
2017 and received the Outstanding Non-traditional 
Apprenticeship Award from the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania in 2019. In collaboration with the University 
of the Sciences, Wistar launched the only PhD-granting curriculum in Cancer 
Biology in our region, and together with La Salle University, we created a Life 
Science Innovation course for undergraduate students, which merges science, 
entrepreneurship, technology transfer, and business development. On the 
international front, Wistar created a novel graduate program in partnership 
with the world’s first university, the University of Bologna in Italy, and a 
collaborative memorandum of understanding has been signed by Wistar and 
Leiden University Medical Center in the Netherlands for the inter-institutional 
exchange of postdoctoral fellows in the areas of cancer, immunology, and 
vaccine discovery and development. Against this backdrop of institutional 
education and training programs, Wistar faculty are recognized as dedicated 
teachers, deeply involved in graduate courses in Cancer Biology and Vaccine 
and Immunotherapy and as advisors on countless student research projects.

To enable the expansion, broader impact, and seamless coordination of Wistar 
education and training programs, the current strategic plan aims to create a 
Center for Education and Life Sciences at The Wistar Institute. This is a key 
milestone for our mission and intended to bring together all the institutional 
education and training programs under a single, coordinating umbrella. The 
Center for Education and Life Sciences will provide us with the ability to 
enhance mentoring and cohort development for each program as well as take 
advantage of synergies between programs. It will also allow us to establish 
regular program assessment and quantifiable metrics of success needed for 
continued and increased funding. Finally, the structure of the new Center will 
facilitate the creation of innovative curricula based on Wistar science and 
  increase programmatic access through online resources.
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PRIORITY 1 — MEASURES:
• Enhance mentoring and cohort development for each program. While 

postdoctoral fellows are essential to advancing Wistar science, part of their 
training should involve teaching graduate and undergraduate students 
through a model of cascading mentorship. 

• Establish program assessment and quantifiable metrics of success. 

• Develop curricula to create training materials that are more tightly 
connected to current Wistar research. This will prepare students to 
contribute to biomedical research at Wistar and beyond.

• Embed the cutting-edge technological capabilities of Wistar Core Facilities 
in the education and training curricula. 

• Increase accessibility through online resources. Create virtual tours where a 
broad audience, middle school level and up, can take an interactive virtual 
tour with interviews of Wistar scientists, laboratory descriptions, glossary, 
and equipment explanations as pop-up text.

 
PRIORITY 2
Expand the continuum of Wistar educational programs to create a 
diverse, inclusive life sciences talent pipeline. 

The Wistar Institute is dedicated to recruiting and training a diverse workforce 
that welcomes students from backgrounds traditionally 
underrepresented in biomedical research. To attain 
our second goal of expanding the continuum of 
Wistar educational programs we plan to create 
new partnerships. We will also be able to scale 
the number of students we serve by condensing 
our current BTT curriculum and developing new 
cohorts to train in our teaching labs year-round.
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PRIORITY 2 — MEASURES:
• Enhance partnerships with the School District of 
Philadelphia and other outreach programs to utilize 
our new training laboratory beyond the summer 
months.

• Create new collaborations and partnerships with 
additional 2- and 4-year colleges or universities with 

the express purpose of recruiting a greater number of 
underrepresented and underserved students. 

• Build on our partnership with La Salle University to offer a 
Biomedical Entrepreneurship Program for current Wistar trainees, including 
postdoctoral fellows, graduate students, and apprentices. This is envisioned 
as a valuable recruitment tool for Wistar, and we have repeatedly heard 
from industry partners that this type of program is urgently needed to 
complement scientific training and career development in the life sciences. 

• Build new relationships with academic partners to further expand student 
recruitment in the Wistar-led Cancer Biology PhD Program.

PRIORITY 3
Integrate Education and Training into Wistar’s mission for long-term, 
global impact in biomedical research.  

Our third strategic priority is to integrate education and training into Wistar’s 
mission for long-term, global impact. To fulfill this priority, we will first create a 
Wistar Trainee Network. This is envisioned as a customizable online tool to track 
long-term outcomes and connect Wistar-trained scientists around the world to 
each other and to the Institute. Second, we will establish additional international 
training partnerships. Our initial experience with the collaborative programs 
with the University of Bologna and Leiden University has demonstrated that 
international programs create unprecedented opportunities for new institutional 
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and research funding, while greatly enhancing our 
impact and visibility around the world. Third, 
we will further expand our network of industry 
partners as target employers for Wistar-trained 
students and scientists, potentially opening new 
avenues for collaboration and public-private 
partnerships. 

 
PRIORITY 3 — MEASURES:
• Create a Wistar Trainee Network. Over its 129-year history, 

Wistar has played a central role in training scientists at many different levels. 
However, unlike a college or university, we have never had the benefit of 
an alumni organization. The Wistar Trainee Network will gather long-term 
outcomes on scientists who have trained at Wistar with enable scientists to 
connect with the Institute and one another. Symposia can provide additional 
opportunities to bring former trainees back and attract qualified and diverse 
candidates to Wistar. Our new systems for assessing and tracking will allow 
us to publicize the successes of our education and training programs to gain 
support both internally and externally.

• Enrich diversity and enhance global impact by establishing additional 
international training partnerships, similar to what is outlined in the Science 
and Technology and Strategic Partnerships and Global Impact themes of 
this plan.
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THEME III 

Strategic Partnerships and  
Global Impact

A collaborate and connect network of Wistar Science that will 
develop the next generation of research leaders, accelerate 
innovation, and create unparalleled opportunities in discovery and 
development through public-private partnerships.

Develop new 
domestic 
partnerships 
with regional 
health systems 
to advance 
translational 
research.

Attract 
international 
scientific talent 
to develop the 
next generation 
of leaders in 
biomedical 
research through 
the global 
training programs 
anchored at 
Wistar.

Expand the 
Wistar Science 
Accelerator 
Award program to 
globally support 
sustainable 
recruitment, 
public-private 
partnerships, 
technology 
development, 
access to patient 
resources, and 
collaborations.

THREE PRIORITY AREAS IN STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS 
AND GLOBAL IMPACT
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One of the hallmarks of The Wistar Institute is its 
strong culture of collaboration, partnership, and 
synergy. Established as a trait that defines the 
organization both internally and externally, Wistar’s 
collaborative culture permeates every segment 
of the organization. As tangible metrics of this 
unique institutional identifier, over 90% of articles 

published by Wistar Cancer Center members are the 
product of collaboration involving other institutions 

and over 80% of cancer-related funding is the product 
of collaboration, both internally and externally with other 

academic centers. Wistar’s collaborative approach to research has created 
partnerships that have attracted nationwide attention for their uniqueness and 
impact, including the collaboration with the Helen F. Graham Cancer Center and 
Christiana Care, Inc. This is the first partnership in the U.S. involving a National 
Cancer Institute (NCI)-designated basic Cancer Center (Wistar) and an NCI 
community oncology Cancer Center. Its goal is to bring cutting-edge cancer 
research to the community setting, where >80% of all oncology care is given. 
These efforts complement more advanced translational and disease-relevant 
goals of identifying innovative treatments for cancer and infectious diseases, 
mostly HIV in partnership with tertiary care academic medical centers.

In line with this tradition of successful partnerships in basic and translational 
research, Wistar is the only research institute in the U.S. to be actively 
contributing to two, Specialized Program of Research Excellence (SPORE) 
awards from the NCI, in melanoma and skin cancer and in ovarian cancer, both 
in collaboration with the University of Pennsylvania. 

Our other partnerships with Drexel University, Fox Chase Cancer Center, 
and Thomas Jefferson University, particularly in the sharing of high-end 
technologies in our research cores, student training and early stage clinical 
trials, contribute to Wistar’s long term goal of multiplying the ecosystem of 
scientific collaboration and synergy to advance the greater Philadelphia region 
as a national and international hub for research innovation and technology 
development in the life sciences. 
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PRIORITY 1
Develop new domestic partnerships with 
regional health systems to advance 
translational research. 

Although The Wistar Institute is not formally 
affiliated with a hospital or health system, many 
Wistar laboratories conduct research that has 

direct clinical implications and the potential 
for practice-changing discoveries. This involves 

validation of key signaling and genetic pathways 
implicated in cancer onset and progression in clinically-

annotated patient samples, evaluation of immunologic 
signatures in cancer and infectious diseases, and first-in-human, early-stage 
clinical trials of innovative therapeutics, including small molecule anticancer 
agents, therapeutic antibodies, or novel vaccine candidates. Numerous 
collaborative ventures with the University of Pennsylvania and the Helen F. 
Graham Cancer Center at Christiana Care, Inc. have supported these efforts, 
leading to important achievements and national and international distinction 
in, e.g., coronavirus vaccine development (INO-4800), ovarian cancer 
pathogenesis, and melanoma therapeutics. Now, the anticipated growth in 
Wistar faculty in both the Cancer Center and the Vaccine and Immunotherapy 
Center requires us to establish new partnerships with hospitals and health 
systems to support our growing translational and patient-oriented discoveries. 

PRIORITY 1 — MEASURES:
• Identify and develop domestic partnerships with hospitals and academic 

health systems in our region to support translational and patient-oriented 
research goals pursued in Wistar laboratories. 

• Create an expansive and compliant infrastructure to enable the seamless 
and collaborative analysis of primary, clinically-annotated patient samples by 
Wistar laboratories.

• Develop and support innovative models of collaborative translational 
research with leading academic health systems, creating a viable framework 
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to support early-stage testing of novel diagnostic and therapeutics in cancer 
and infectious diseases. 

 
PRIORITY 2
Attract international scientific talent to develop the next generation 
of leaders in biomedical research through global training programs 
anchored at Wistar. 

We live in an era when biomedical research has never held greater promise to 
battle and eradicate diseases such as cancer and infectious disease. While great 
strides have been made to advance vaccine, immunotherapy, and oncology 
research to clinical utility, there is still a significant unmet need for investments 
to boost scientific capacity and infrastructure. Further, more can be done to 
build global collaborations that can spur innovation and advance biomedical 
research.  

Throughout its history, Wistar has successfully cultivated strategic relationships 
to accelerate the development of its discoveries toward the clinic. Recognizing 
that the potential of scientific discovery in biomedical research extends well 
beyond our borders, The Wistar Institute is poised to expand our international 
graduate student and post-doctoral training programs in immunology, cancer 
research and vaccine biology. Our most recent collaboration with the Leiden 
University Medical Center in the Netherlands is an example of where and 
how we might broaden this effort. Leiden University is part of the League of 
European Research Universities (LERU), an alliance whose 
primary objective is to emphasize to national and 
European governments the importance of basic 
scientific research and the role that research 
universities can play in it. In addition, LERU 
focuses on the exchange of expertise between 
its members and on fostering cooperation and 
interaction between its students and scientists. 
Further engaging with LUMC, as we have already 
begun to do with scientific seminars that highlight 
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potential research collaborations, will not only allow 
us to recruit graduate students and postdoctoral 
fellows that are vital to our research enterprise, 
but will expand Wistar’s brand and network across 
Europe. 

PRIORITY 2 — MEASURES:
• Form strategic partnerships with global 

academic institutions that have established track 
records for high-caliber PhDs and, ideally, where Wistar 

has connections. 

• Partner with global non-profit entities (e.g., GAVI, WHO, Gates Foundation) 
to create international training programs. 

• Provide attractive onboarding packages to globally compete at the 
highest level scientifically. This expands on the concept created by nascent 
collaborations with the University of Bologna and Leiden University Medical 
Center. Fellowships could be used to attract the best and the brightest 
postdoctoral fellows to Wistar while amplifying Wistar’s visibility, global 
presence, and alumni base. Financial support for new fellowships can 
support incentives including tuition assistance, housing assistance, travel, 
relocation expenses, travel to conferences, laptops, and other incentives. 

• In addition, these partnerships could be structured to provide access to core 
resources, promoting cost efficiencies in research expenses; other preclinical 
models, expanding our capabilities for disease characterization; and unique 
patient samples from around the globe, beyond those available through 
Christiana’s Helen Graham Cancer Center.  
This potential has been highlighted by the initial interaction with LUMC, 
which houses large numbers of clinically-annotated patient samples ideally 
suited for personalized medicine approaches. 

• These partnerships have the potential to foster new collaborative discoveries 
and intellectual property that, when licensed, could yield significant income 
that can be reinvested into the fund. 

• Launch international seminar series, symposia, or joint scientific meetings at 
Wistar. 
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PRIORITY 3
Expand the Wistar Science Accelerator Award 
program to globally support sustainable 
recruitment, public-private partnerships, 
technology development, access to patient 
resources, and collaborations. 

Technologies developed in Wistar laboratories 
have powerful potential but are typically at a stage 
of development that is considered not mature enough 
for commercial investment. In 2016, Wistar established 
the Wistar Science Accelerator Awards through three generous endowed 
gifts totaling $5.2 million. The goal of the awards was to provide internal seed 
funding to bridge the development gap between early-stage research and 
validated/de-risked technology that attracts high-caliber industry partners. 
Projects that receive Accelerator Awards receive not only financial but also 
strategic support to advance a milestone with high potential for translation to 
improve global health.

This internal accelerator program has been highly successful, vastly exceeding 
its original goals. Since the inception of the program, 12 projects have been 
funded, which have resulted in 7 publications, 4 collaborations, 5 patents filed, 
and third-party funding ($1.7M with additional $5M pending). Awards are 
competitive and each application is considered by an internal advisory board. 
Proposals are welcomed from Wistar principal investigators with early-stage 
research in a range of areas. Each project is evaluated for its overall potential 
for impact, its development needs, and the commercial prospects on the 
technology. Currently three awards are granted per year at $50,000 - $100,000 
each. 

As part of the vision of this plan, the structure of the program will be 
updated to support four different awards including two to a Wistar Principal 
Investigator who has established a collaboration with another member of the 
Philadelphia Research Consortium. The Consortium is a preclinical research 
network designed to facilitate easy access to the Philadelphia region’s robust 
research and development pipeline. The Consortium allows local, national, and 
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international startup and biotech partners to leverage the collective research 
strengths of Philadelphia’s life sciences community. Such relationships between 
research institutions and biotechnology partners could increase the likelihood 
of innovative early-stage discoveries successfully moving from the laboratory 
to the marketplace. Members of the Philadelphia Research Consortium have 
made a pledge to the startup and biotechnology community to use a universal, 
sponsored research agreement to facilitate meaningful collaborations. This user-
friendly tool serves as an invitation for startups to unite with partners across the 
area’s biomedical research community. 

 
PRIORITY 3 — MEASURES:
• To expand the Wistar Accelerator Awards Program, additional philanthropic 

contributions will be needed to grow the fund.  

• To expand the pipeline and fund more projects and to access new 
technologies, the Awards will be eligible to two external collaborations 
with an organization in the Philadelphia Research Consortium and a Wistar 
principal investigator. A total of four awards will be granted each year:  

1. A Postdoctoral Fellowship will be awarded that will provide $50,000 
for salary and benefit support for one-year, for a Wistar Institute-
employed postdoctoral fellow, working with their Principal Investigator 
on an innovative technology-based program that seeks to develop 
new therapeutic and diagnostic approaches with a high potential for 
translation in the areas pursued by the Cancer Center or the Vaccine and 
Immunotherapy Center. 

2. A Wistar-employed Principal Investigator will 
be awarded $100,000, budgeted at their 
discretion for an innovative technology-
based program that seeks to develop new 
therapeutic and diagnostic approaches 
with a high potential for translation 
to improve global health. Senior Staff 
Scientists, Research Assistant Professors, 
Assistant Professors, Associate Professors, 



PG. 32 
 

BOLD Science // GLOBAL Impact 

S
T

R
A

T
E

G
IC

 P
L

A
N

and Professors may apply.

3. Two collaborative team research projects will 
be funded up to $100,000 to at least two or 
more PIs, with one Wistar-employed Principal 
Investigator as the project leader and one 
externally employed PI, whose employer is a 

member of the Philadelphia Research Consortium, 
as the collaborator. Funding will support two 

innovative technology-based programs that seek to 
develop new therapeutic and diagnostic approaches 

with a high potential for translation to improve global health. 
Caspar Wistar Fellows, Wistar Senior Staff Scientists, Research Assistant 
Professors, Assistant Professors, Associate Professors, and Professors 
may apply.  

• Develop metrics used to award funds and used to measure the funded 
projects success. 

• We plan to invest back into the fund a pre-set percentage of licensing 
income received from awarded projects, essentially an evergreen model.  
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CONCLUSION  

The Bold Science, Global Impact 2021-2016 Strategic Plan builds on a broad-
based foundation of exceptional science, positive financial outlook, and 
forward-looking leadership at The Wistar Institute. The priorities set forth in 
the Plan, with their far-reaching implications to improve global health, develop 
the medicines of the future, prepare for the next pandemic, and create the next 
generation of scientists go far beyond a simple modernization of the Institute. 
In fact, the priorities and tactics set forth in the Plan are intended to chart an 
innovative and potentially practice-changing model of basic and translational 
research in cancer and infectious diseases, building a scientific ecosystem 
centered on the values of collaboration, education, and innovation in the life 
sciences. Well within the financial and organizational reach of the Institute, 
these goals are not only achievable, but necessary to advance science and 
discovery in our region and beyond. Against the backdrop of a catastrophic 
COVID-19 pandemic, vast gaps in global readiness for emerging infectious 
threats and less-than-optimal progress in discovery and development of 
novel, effective cancer diagnostics and therapeutics, Wistar is poised to to 
advance the global research enterprise. Leveraging to the fullest its single 
mission in unhindered scientific pursuit, its focus on innovation, and its nimble, 
opportunity-driven decision making, Wistar is ideally positioned to accomplish 
its new strategic goals, and establish itself as a premiere force worldwide for 
innovative, life-changing discoveries that benefit world health.
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