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“Why did you spend US$25,000 apiece on those two 28 year-olds to 
come here to visit Shanghai?”  I asked the Vice President of Boeing 
about the youngsters on the study tour from Seattle.   
 
The VP didn’t bat an eye.  “It’s the best training money can buy.  They 
get to know their customers, the Chinese, and we get to know 
ourselves, the Seattleites.  When we get back to Seattle, we can pick 
up a phone to call the city or county or Microsoft, and the person on 
the line is someone we have a relationship with.”   

 
Smart Cities and Learning 
 
That vignette contains an important kernel of truth not only about how cities 
learn, but also about the informal networks of trust that lie at the heart of 
innovation.  The popular literature and current trends in Europe and the US 
about global talent and knowledge economies advertise the promise of 
competitiveness and economic growth in so-called smart cities.  Yet some 
smart cities succeed better than others; some cities that might be considered 
down on the IQ list achieve great things.  Acquiring a knowledge economy of 
highly educated talent, high tech industries and pervasive electronic 
connections are only the trappings of smartness and cannot guarantee the 
outcomes that policy makers hope to achieve.  Though global talent and 
seamless connections are important, they can also amount to only dressing a 
pauper in prince’s clothing.   
 
To achieve the real promise of smart cities—that is to create the conditions of 
continuous learning and innovation that has led cities like Seattle, Barcelona, 
Bilbao and Curitiba, to keep pace with economic change.  We need to 
understand what is below the surface in these places to examine the 
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mechanisms which are effective in the way open institutions like cities learn 
and then connect knowledge communities together.   
 
Learning Far and Near 
 
Seattle has been visiting other cities every year since 1993 to benchmark, 
build relationships, and capture best practice.  Seattle’s Trade Development 
Alliance, born out of the Chamber of Commerce, is a dedicated agency to 
keep Seattle at the cutting edge.  But the real secret of Seattle’s learning is 
not just finding new ideas.  The productive secret, as the Boeing executive 
recounted, is in the formation of relationships that are conducive to collective 
learning. 
 
Though Seattle is a recognized leader in learning, it is not alone.  Hundreds 
of cities around the world are now engaged in the learning process.  Large 
cities everywhere stand astride the most critical arenas in this century.  On a 
global plane, cities are a platform where the fortunes of nations are decided 
in a globally competitive environment.  More and more, the products of city 
economies are tradeables, meaning that back-office services like hospital 
accounts in Manchester or design coding for Texas Instruments are handled 
on the other side of the globe.  These examples represent shifts in the locus 
of production and a sharp increase everywhere in the stakes for cities to win 
a race for investments and global talent.  These shifts also mean that cities 
know they must understand their competitors and outperform them in order 
to move ahead.  The exchange of knowledge between cities is part of this 
understanding and is now taking off in leaps and bounds.   
 
At a global level, cities are forming a thick and growing web-work of ties that 
constitutes an underground economy of knowledge.  Figure One illustrates a 
small fraction of the technical exchanges being conducted between and 
among cities.   
 
Figure One:  Sample Links of City-to-City 
Exchanges for 43 cities in 2007 
 
 

 
Circles = visitors 
Squares = hosts 
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The data in Figure One are from a survey conducted in preparation for this 
book.  The results show that city-to-city exchanges—technical visits of 
professional practitioners seeking new knowledge and best practice—reach 
into the thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of visits each year.  
 
In both global and local arenas, proactive cities are developing a dynamic of 
internal leadership that involves acquiring outside knowledge, building an 
internal capacity to learn, and exchanging ideas about policies and practices 
in order to validate present performance, benchmark against others, and 
shape long term strategic change.   
 
It is not surprising that cities should be entering a global hunt for knowledge. 
It can be (and has been) argued that the very raison d’etre of cities is that 
they facilitate exchange of all kinds.  More to the point, in a globalized 
economy where knowledge plays an increasing role, cities are the crucibles 
where linkages are made.  In turn, linkages are the channel of learning, and 
learning is a key not only to good practice, but also to creating wealth and 
reducing poverty among the poorest.  The intermediate position of cities puts 
them between their citizens and the outside world, mother nation states and 
other cities around the glove.  In the coming decades, cities will become 
increasingly important players in the implementation of policy, dissemination 
of knowledge, and creation of wealth.  But while cities have long been seen 
as central to innovation, they have not been plumbed for their knowledge 
exchange properties, until now. 
 
City Learning:  the Blind Spot in Urban Innovation 
 
In-depth studies developed for this volume document recurrent patterns in 
making modern transformations.  Dozens of cities discussed in this book— 
from Barcelona, Spain to San Fernando, Philippines—illuminate a blind spot 
in the literature.  Each of these cities has sought best practice abroad and 
most have achieved important transformations based in part on what they 
have learned from others.   
 
For example, Bilbao launched its pursuit of the Guggenheim Museum only 10 
years after city leaders had pondered lessons from other cities around the 
world about industrial restructuring.  Key leaders in Lima, Peru, long 
embattled over the role of private developers saw in London the magic of 
private sector contributions in public goods.  The secret:  public sector 
structures a framework for mutually beneficial returns for both public and 
private players.  That lesson broke a logjam in Lima’s deliberations over large 
pieces of infrastructure needed in Lima’s metropolitan development. Though 
these new configurations didn’t come easily to Bilbao or Lima, the key 
insights came in a collective learning process.  In these and many other 
cases, learning has played a key role, one that has been largely ignored in 
academic circles and professional practitioners concerning competitiveness 
and innovation.   
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Indeed, few cities have given serious and systematic thought to both what 
and how they learn.  A dozen different approaches to urban development, 
from regime theory to economic geography, cover pieces of this story.  But 
no one approach has viewed the modern metropolis as a learning entity, 
active in acquiring and processing new knowledge as a part of its governance 
process.  Not only do cities not pay much attention to learning, their leading 
agencies often do not bother to measure their own progress, to evaluate the 
effectiveness of visits and other forms of learning, to ask whether knowledge 
or technology transfer is meeting city objectives, and to explore whether and 
how city leadership and innovation can be improved to meet the many 
challenges facing the city. 
     
Research for this book over the past five years has developed quantitative 
data to address these questions.  The findings reveal new patterns about 
learning and innovation in cities.  For one thing, learning cities tend to be 
innovative places.  They devote more time and resources into acquiring new 
knowledge and validating it for application at home.  Second, they exhibit 
patterns in the way they learn, in both acquisition of new knowledge from 
“external” sources as well as in internal processing and adaptation of 
knowledge to local circumstances.  Cities that are serious about learning 
invent civic processes that facilitate the conversion of tacit to explicit 
knowledge.  Successful cities like Seattle create opportunities for internal 
bonding, for instance, by involving civic and business leadership in a 
continuing program of study tours.  In doing so, Seattle achieves internal 
bonding—as with those young professionals from Boeing—as it harvests a 
rich crop of data and best practice.   
 
Patterns are also found in how cities internalize new knowledge.  My research 
uncovers signature styles of trust and collaboration that characterize a city, 
particularly in the shape and features of internal networks.  These attributes 
are critical to converting knowledge to innovations and are important for 
understanding how to accelerate learning and make knowledge more useful. 
 
Clouds of Trust 
 
This book shows that the vital factors for smart cities are informal leadership 
networks that I call “clouds of trust.”  These are ties of trusted links between 
and among key actors in the community who have a stake in its future.  
Elected leaders come and go, but business, civic and youth leaders who are 
incorporated into on-going “thinking” about the city represent an important 
form of social capital, not just because they bridge gaps in connectedness or 
reinforce social norms, as Burt and others suggest (Burt, R. 2001).  They 
also provide a platform for learning and sustain the threads of continuity in a 
place over time. 
 
Qualitative and quantitative data gathered during five years of research from 
cities around the world illustrate the mechanisms and the policies that enable 
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cities to be smart, i.e., to create dense “clouds of trust,” to exchange 
knowledge, to store it for wider and longer term use, and to convert learning 
to innovation.  Networks of exchange are the critical mechanisms of learning 
found at many levels of urban society, yet in urban policy they are rarely 
treated as an area that might be subject to policy instruments.   Figure Two 
illustrates the signature styles of two cities. 
 
Figure Two:  Signature “Clouds” in Turin and Portland 

 

Turin and Portland
Turin Portland
Single Tight Cluster Cluster of Loose Ties

 
 
Though networks are increasingly viewed as measurable forms of social 
capital, much of the scholarly literature focuses on competitive acquisition or 
control of information. Case studies in this book examine different aspects of 
networks.  The cases explore how networks are formed and how they are 
used as tools in building trust, in exchanging and validating lessons learned 
elsewhere, and recombining ideas in innovative ways to fit local 
circumstances.   
 
Portland and Turin are two of four in-depth case cities covered in the book.  
Each case shows variation in key features of trust networks—shape, 
“tightness” and the dynamics of network growth.  The underlying theory of 
networks—along with ideas of embeddedness, of weak and strong ties, and 
frequency of exchange, of coherence and speed of information—throw new 
light on civic action and innovation in cities.  Moreover, policies at local and 
national levels can affect the prospects for cities to learn and innovate.  This 
approach opens a new vista onto the world of competitiveness and 
innovation. 
 
Beyond Smart Cities 
 
Because they provide the context for these networks, cities are the fulcrum 
upon which policies can help to leverage learning, innovation and change.  
But most cities have been lethargic about the machinery of learning, merely 
providing a passive matrix in which exchanges take place.  Cities could play a 
more proactive, and productive role in encouraging and expanding networks, 
filling in key gaps, identifying weak spots, and most of all mobilizing new 
membership from the ranks of young, native and global talent.  
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In this respect, Beyond Smart Cities penetrates a deeper level of the social 
and business networks described by Safford (Safford, S. 2009).  Rather than 
merely mapping presence on boards and clubs as Safford did brilliantly in the 
cases of Youngtown and Allentown (as in many others have done to map 
other forms of ties— corporate department members, research teams, email 
linkages), the case analysis drills down to the level of confidential trust 
among individual players in the planning elites of four cities.  The resulting 
data portray fresh pictures of city coherence.  These data add detail to our 
understanding of how city elites interact with consequences for policy to 
foster competitiveness strategies or recovery after seismic shifts in the 
economic landscape. 
 
This book shows how networks already operating in most cities are used—
and sometimes misused—to foster and strengthen connections, to achieve 
breakthroughs, and to catalyze and convert information and knowledge into 
a high-value richness of innovation.  Going beyond smart cities means 
understanding how cities construct, convert and manipulate the matrix of 
relationships that grow naturally in urban environments. 
 
Unlike Woolcock and others who remind us of complex interactions between 
macro and micro forms of social capital, the material in this book illustrate 
the formation of networks and the challenges and opportunities of shaping 
and using them in different contexts (Woolcock, M. 1998).  To achieve smart 
cities is not merely a matter of improving markets, prices or incentives.  Nor 
is it a radical alteration in the prevailing ideological schema.  The key step is 
to facilitate exchange, internally and externally in cities; and although the 
rest might not take care of itself, cities and citizens in them are hungry for 
new knowledge and policies can speed up the exchange and make it more 
efficient.   
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