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Topic 003: Cities and Social Innovation 
 
 
Introduction 

 Cities are the ecosystems for innovation to sustainably thrive and develop.  

Policy makers and business leaders alike play significant roles in providing supportive 

environments for innovation. As policy makers are met with extraordinary challenges— 

increasing inequality, rising poverty rates, unstable economies, climate change, and 

international conflicts— the need for social innovation is at a crescendo. The essence of 

social innovation is in fact the innovative collaboration between policy makers, businesses, 

and citizens to form solutions to such problems. Around our communities are the legacies of 

previous social innovations. From transportation networks to national health services, much 

of what cities take for granted began as radical innovations and unproven possibilities.  

Education and Human Capital 

Cities must attract intelligent people and enable them to work collaboratively; there is 

no such thing as an innovative city without human capital. The indicators of human capital, 

such as patent filing and high tech exports, have dramatically risen through tertiary education 
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expenditures. Government spending on education paired with government expenditure on 

research and development clearly has an effect on knowledge based economies, which is 

evident in studies conducted in France, Portugal, and Slovakia. In these nations and many 

others, increases in the indicators of human capital continued until a peak in 2008. The drop 

is attributed to the damage that members of the European Union faced during the global 

financial crisis in 2008.1 Consistent in developed and developing nations, education is 

imperative to incorporate social innovation in a country’s culture and .  

 

																																																								
1	http://www.bu.edu/pardee/files/2012/11/Knowledge-Economies-Pardee-Report.pdf?PDF=innovation-
ecosystem	
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Figure 1: Education Expenditures in relation to the growth of knowledge based societies in 
France, Portugal and Slovakia. Data is obtained from the research report of Boston 
University, Pardee Centre for the Study of the Longer-Range Future. 
 
Employment and Innovation 

As economies in cities shift further into the technology sectors, there has been an 

emergence of non-traditional forms of employment. In addition to changes in labour 

markets, there is a change in how people work. Professor Prabhu of the University of 

Cambridge believes that we are beginning to observe “a very different type of employment, 

where young people are not looking to big companies to employ them but will increasingly 

start being their own employers.” The “democratisation of innovation” is taking launch.2 

Over 75 million young people are unemployed globally according to the EU statistics office, 

Eurostat.3 As employment in traditional markets are more and more difficult to obtain for 

young people, there is a growing momentum towards starting a business in social innovation. 

With non-traditional funding sources, start-up incubators, entrepreneurial competitions, and 

crowdsourcing, barriers to launching a new business are gradually evaporating.  

 

Social Innovation in the Non-profit Sector  

“In communities, the non-profit sector plays a vital role in social innovation.” The 

rationale behind supporting the non-profit sector is because “they can deliver services that 

encourage creative, innovative solutions to respond to individual and community needs”, 

																																																								
2	https://www.home.barclays/content/dam/barclayspublic/documents/news/281-836-a35033-davos-
digial-rgb.pdf	
	
3	http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Main_Page#Youth_unemployment_trends	
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services that the government cannot provide effectively and the private sector cannot be 

expected to provide (Maxwell, 2004).4  Non-profit organizations have the capacity to work 

across different sectors and across the jurisdictions of different levels of government. The 

flexibility of these organizations bridge the social, economic, and environmental worlds in 

the process of “lateral innovation.” The non-profit sector in Canada alone has over one 

billion hours of time, contributed each year by millions of volunteers.5 But the non-profit 

sector is under immense stress as it is being pressured to assume more and more 

responsibilities. In particular, government cutbacks and new funding regimes jeopardize the 

non-profit sector’s ability to serve communities and fuel social innovation. 

 

Entrepreneurship in Developing Nations 

 The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development identified innovation as 

a pivotal tool to foster growth in developing countries.6 Entrepreneurship education should 

be “integrated into the overall poverty reduction strategy” of these countries. Unfortunately, 

most children in developing countries do not graduate from secondary school. Many factors 

prevent children from pursuing their education. In many impoverished communities, 

education past grade five does not significantly improve a child’s livelihood. Education 

programs that traditionally adopt the Western models with curriculums of math, science, 

																																																								
4	http://www.cprn.org/documents/51684_EN.pdf	
	
5	http://www.cprn.org/documents/33235_en.pdf	
	
6	http://unctad.org/en/docs/ciimem1d9_en.pdf	
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language, and social studies rarely have relevance to the lives of impoverished children.7 

Entrepreneurship, design thinking, problem solving, and similar skills may be the missing 

component for an impactful education in poverty-stricken areas. Although difficult, many 

developing countries are already rising to incorporate and encourage an entrepreneurial spirit 

in their nation. In 2009, Jordan, Tunisia, Oman, and Egypt partnered with UNESCO to 

launch a research project about the entrepreneurship components of their education system.8 

Other examples of innovative countries, such as Rwanda, are targeting entrepreneurship 

education to women in rural areas as part of their poverty reduction strategy.9 

																																																								
7	https://ssir.org/articles/entry/redefining_education_in_the_developing_world	
	
8	http://www.culturaldiplomacy.org/academy/content/pdf/participant-papers/2014-01-
addis/Yagoub_Ali_Gangi_The_Need_for_Entrepreneurship_Education_to_achieve_MDGs_in_developing_
countries-_the_case_of_Sudan.pdf	
	
9	http://unctad.org/en/docs/ciimem1d9_en.pdf	
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Figure 2: The United Nations Global Entrepreneurship Council meets with creative Syrian 
Refugees in Zatari Camp, home to 80,000 Syrian Refugees. Photo retrieved from the official 
twitter account of Zatari Camp. 
 

Transportation Innovations 

 Transportation has been synonymous throughout history with the capabilities of a 

group to innovate and the potential of a civilization to flourish. Rome, the model of ancient 

civilizations, has received far more honor and wealth from its paved roads than from the 

glory of the Colosseum. Similarly, medieval innovations including the horse saddle and the 

stirrup, forever changed the behaviors patterns of the European. An iconic example of social 

innovation is the Passeig de Gracia in Barcelona, one of the most architecturally brilliant 

streets in the world. When the old city walls were torn down in nineteenth century 
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Barcelona, a city competition was held to revitalize the district. A civil engineer, Ildefons 

Cerda, won the competition. While New York City’s grid pattern is detested by urban 

planners for its homogeneity, Cerda’s designs were immortalized for their creativity. The 

area was separated into octagonal blocks to enable transportation innovations for the future, 

which empowered the turning of large steam-powered vehicles. 

In conjunction with the modern city, the core principle remains that the systems of 

transportation—vehicles, bicycle lanes, railroads, subway lines—will define the cities’ 

paradigm. While the nineteenth century gave birth to several transit innovations, the 

twentieth century was primarily focused on development of the combustion engine. After 

the mass production of the automobile, over 25 million cars were on the roads by 1920s. 

The social innovations shaped by the use of cars were the systems of paved roads and 

highway networks that were developed to accommodate the automobile, which countries 

like the United States poured large percentages of their federal budget towards. Even in our 

modern cities, the conversation to improve methods of public transportation are crucial 

because of their potential to improve the sustainability and the quality of life.  
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Figure 2: Organized Taxi protest against the introduction of Uber to the City of Toronto. 
Uber is regarded as one of the most disruptive technical and social innovations of modern 
times. Image is obtained from the Toronto Star. 
 
Barriers towards Change 
 

In cities and suburban communities, opposition towards change is a powerful 

movement that takes the form of blockading new infrastructure projects and developments. 

The connotations of change are difficult to accept for many communities, such as the image 

of a traditional neighborhood replaced with high rise skyscrapers, because of urbanization. 

Much of this opposition is understandable. People have an innate desire to preserve the 

status quo when they are not direct beneficiaries of innovation. At the federal level, efforts 

to prevent change hide under the cover of preserving historic neighborhoods. Policies, 
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imposing height restrictions on entire cities or restricting new development, have the 

consequence of restriction new people from entering and living in the core areas of cities. 

The “Not in My Backyard” movement quickly collected momentum in urbanized and 

developing nations during the latter part of the 20th century. The same forces that have 

slowed private development on homes and apartment buildings have also made it far more 

difficult to construct urban megaprojects, such as the high speed rail service in Germany, 

France, and Japan that are the envy of cities around the globe.  

 
Discussion Questions: 
 
How can cities create space for experimentation and facilitate the maturation, deployment 
and scaling up of social innovation?  
 
What combinations of tools and strategies can mobilize citizens’ energies and contributions 
for social innovation in the city? 
 
What are the strengths and qualities of the non-profit and for-profit sectors that enable them 
to develop effective approaches to addressing the social challenges? 
 
Why should the non-profit sector be supported through the use of public funds, policy, or 
legislation? Why should the for-profit sector be supported? 
 
How should affected industries react to disruptive innovations? 
How should cities and governments react to disruptive innovation? 
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