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T
he purpose of this document is to set the stage for Detroit to 

become the social innovation capital of the world. The time is 

ripe for Detroit to become a global epicenter for creating new 

solutions to social problems. In order to do this we must create an 

environment in which innovation occurs broadly beyond the social 

sector. as a general principle, innovation consists of untangling a web 

of players and processes across disciplines and sectors, and in Detroit 

the need for this is particularly potent given the historic moment we find 

ourselves in. as such, we've organized this report so that each section 

builds upon the last, moving from the general to the specific.

1. innovation: First we define innovation broadly and determine three key 
factors that allow innovation to occur. This section is grounded in the literature 
surrounding business and organizational innovation as well as creativity.

2. Urban innovation: Second we propose how these principles can 
be applied at the city level. Cities have been recognized as leading engines of 
innovation, and we wanted to understand why and in what conditions cities might 
not only create a platform for innovation, but also become more innovative 
themselves. To this end, we supply recommendations that could implemented in 
a quick and expedient manner.

3. Social innovation: Lastly, we identify the gaps that need to be filled in 
order for Detroit to become the social innovation capital of the world, and we 
outline what we at Urban Social assembly are going to do about it. We layout 
the infrastructure that needs to be put in place to support and sustain individual 
social innovators and the sector as a whole.
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“Cities have the capability of 
providing something for everyone, 
only because, and only when, they 
are created by everyone.” 

– Jane Jacobs

Taking advantage of these opportunities 
requires us to think about the world in 
new ways and expose ourselves to new 
ideas. This is the heart of innovation. 
Individually and collectively, we need to 
share ideas with each other and try these 
new ideas out in the real world. We need 
to experiment, take the best ideas and 
make them scale to the neighborhood, 
city, and even national level.

For centuries, cities have been the center 
of innovation because they foster the 
type of environment in which innovation 
thrives: environments with diverse 
groups of people and knowledge, high 
probabilities of social interaction, and 
systems to help people execute their 
ideas. From the merchants of 16th 
Century Venice to the 20th Century 
auto magnates of Detroit, urban areas 
have been at the center of innovation 
because they help spread knowledge into 
new realms, which creates new ideas, 
practices, and products. Research by 
the Sante Fe Institute indicates that as a 
city’s population increases, its number 
of patents increases exponentially. 
According to Professor Luis Bettencourt, 
“a city works like a star, attracting people 
and accelerating social interaction and 

social outputs in a way that is analogous 
to how stars compress matter and burn 
brighter and faster the bigger they are.”

Innovation and cities are important 
because they underpin economic growth. 
The Mystery of Economic Growth, a 
macro-economic study from Harvard 
University’s Elahan Helpman, concluded 
that anywhere from 50-80% of economic 
growth is attributable to business 
innovation, the development of new 
ideas, business practices, and products. 
Further, according to the same study, 
differences in knowledge and technology 
are responsible for more than 60% of the 
difference among countries in income and 
growth rates. Innovation is thus a vital 
component of our economy and culture. 
Fostering it leads to prosperity while 
stifling it leads to scarcity and hardship.

In addition to economic growth, the 
innovation that occurs in cities also 
improves the quality of life of its 
residents. In fact, quality of life and 
economic growth are interdependent 
rather than independent variables. 
According to New York City deputy mayor 
Daniel Doctoroff, cities are capable of 
achieving a “virtuous cycle of economic 

development”: New residents create a 
new tax base which translates into better 
municipal services like higher performing 
schools, better kept public parks and effective 
policing. This transformation of quality of 
life brings more new residents and workers, 
which requires even denser development.

Cities more than any other settlement form 
foster this virtuous cycle, so they are a win-
win for improved economic and social health. 
Innovation, however, isn’t an inevitable 

result of urban form. It takes the right 
type of environment—one that cities are 
uniquely positioned to possess and nourish. 
The environment must include: diversity 
in people and ideas, high potential for 
social interaction, and systems in place 
that help good ideas get off the ground. A 
city evolves because its stewards practice 
urban innovation. When the environment 
of the city itself is innovated, innovation in 
the business and social realms can occur.

Letter from the executive Director

Toward an Innovative City

new residents

tax Base

Municipal Services

Quality of Life

The Virtuous Cycle
of Economic Development

We live in strange and exciting times. Entire industries can 
fall before the day breaks. World changing technologies 
can be invented in your basement. Governments crumble 

at the click of a tweet. Global connectedness is a fact of life. The 
pace of change is accelerating, and if we don’t keep up we will be 
vulnerable to the disruptive forces that are shaking up the status 
quo. Perhaps more importantly, we’ll miss out on the opportunity for 
prosperity that this upheaval creates for our cities.
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Letter from the executive Director

Toward an Innovative City

Detroit as Innovation Lab

The factors that led to Detroit’s spectacular 
rise and sudden fall are well documented 

but worth recapping since the challenges we 
face today in Detroit are a result of decisions 
made decades ago. These factors were 
threefold: reliance on a single industry, sprawl, 
and segregation. 

These factors are still with us, and much of the work that needs to be done in 
the city revolves around diversifying our economy, creating transit-oriented 
density, and providing opportunities for cultural connectivity.



Letter from the executive Director

Toward an Innovative City

T
his report seeks to 
understand innovation 
beyond a theoretical 
level; we want to explore 

how innovation can be used 
tactically to make a difference 
in the real world. We want to 
help you, a change maker, do 
more than just understand 
innovation, we want to help you 
put these ideas into practice, 
particularly in the social sphere. 

We here at Urban Social Assembly have 
been operating in what we originally 
thought were two distinct fields: diversity 
and social innovation. Through our 
experimentation in these fields and our 
subsequent research of them, it turns 
out that the two are inextricably linked. 
What we’ve learned since our founding 
is that by bringing people together-- by 
sparking spontaneous cultural collisions-- 
new partnerships are formed, new ideas 
thought up, new ventures launched.

In few places is this more needed than 
in the city we call home: Detroit. The 
moment is all the more urgent in light 
of the inevitable social pressures of 
the city’s bankruptcy. This is a unique 
window in which we can reshape 

our city, and galvanize thinkers and 
doers across the globe to enlist 
in the cause of revitalization.
In our city the collisions needed 
to foster social innovation rarely 
happen without a great deal of effort 
on the part of organizers. Ours is a 
siloed city. Consequently, Detroit is 
the backdrop for this study and the 
focus of our recommendations, even 
though we think that are innovation 
framework is applicable in any urban 
environment. We’ve taken a global 
look at innovative solutions that have 
been tried and tested elsewhere.

Detroit is going through a period of 
major change as it tries to reinvent 
itself to meet the challenges of the 
21st Century, but the time is ripe. We 
think that social innovation is Detroit’s 
best tool for solving some of our 
most intractable problems, while also 
serving as a magnet for attracting and 
retaining world-class talent at this unique 
moment in our history. If we play our 
cards right, we can make Detroit the 

social innovation capital of the world. 

 
Chad Rochkind
Detroit, MI

January 2014

“Social innovation is 
Detroit’s best tool for 
solving some of our most 
intractable problems, 
while also serving as a 
magnet for attracting and 
retaining world-class 
talent at this unique 
moment in our history.”
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“All truth passes 
through three states. 
First, it is ridiculed. 
Second, it is violently 
opposed. Third, it 
is accepted as self-
evident.”

-Arthur Schopenhaur

executive Summary:
In this section we lay out the three principles that allow for innovation to 
occur within cities. Innovative cities enable citizens to: 1. Nourish their 
imaginations. 2. Connect with others to share ideas and experiment.  
3. Put those ideas into practice. We then prescribe three critical points that 
stakeholders need to consider when implementing these principles.

3 Principles for the Innovative City
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3 Principles for the Innovative City

Sir Ken Robinson, one of the world’s leading experts on creativity and 
innovation, notes an important truth about innovation:

“You can’t go straight to it. To innovate 
you have to have a process of creativity. 
And to have that you have to be able to 
foster and encourage imagination.”
To think about innovation as a set of incentives, programs, and 
brainstorming techniques is to confuse the process of innovation for its 
essential element: creative people.

To create an innovative environment, therefore, all those who influence 
the design of the city should help citizens do three things:

• nourish their imaginations

• Connect with others to share ideas and experiment with them

• Put those ideas into practice

This report provides research-based definitions of these three principles, 
followed by three key points to understand them.

Innovation isn’t principally about 
incentives, structures, programs or 
resources. Innovation is, first and 

foremost, about people. Innovation policy 
should be people- centric, just as good 
web design is user-centric and good 
product design is consumer-centric. 

This report synthesizes current theories and practices around innovation 
and creativity into an actionable framework that anyone pursuing 
people-centered urban innovation could use as a guide for building 
more prosperous environments in their city. This action-oriented guide 
provides specific recommendations for Detroit that take its unique 
history and context into account but can be applied differently as a 
framework based on the city it’s intended for. 
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Principle 1 

Innovative cities nourish their 
citizens’ imaginations. 
New ideas are triggered by chance encounters, unexpected turns, and 
by combining old ideas in new ways. Luckily, cities are perfect places to 
provide these crucial experiences.

Nourishing one’s imagination isn’t as one-dimensional as simply opening a 
museum or painting a mural. In our research, the critical points to consider 
for helping nourish imagination in a city are to: 

encourage diversity of people, places, and ideas

Foster inclusive access to knowledge for the  
city’s citizens and institutions

attract and retain diverse citizens  
and institutions

encourage Diversity 

To have good ideas, people need exposure to many skills, perspectives, and 
experiences. As a result, cities should be designed for the encouragement 
and appreciation for all types of people. In addition to people, its 
institutions (such as museums, universities, public spaces) should also be 
diverse so that there are lots of different ideas present that can mix and 
evolve as people interact with each other.

Urban innovators can support diversity in a city by being inclusive 
and welcoming to all walks of life. Moreover, they should ensure that 
investments made with public dollars support a diverse range of interests 
and that municipal processes don’t narrowly support some interest groups 
and communities at the expense of others.

inclusive access

A diverse body of knowledge can’t nourish citizens’ imaginations unless 
people can access it. Therefore, cities should be designed so that citizens 
are able to freely access other people and institutions which create and 
share knowledge.

Urban innovators can support accessibility in the physical, social, and 
financial sense. First, cities should have appropriate transportation and 
pedestrian infrastructure so that people can move freely about the city and 
participate in its creation. In the social sense, people need to know and be 
aware of the knowledge and institutions available so they can access them 
if they want to. Finally, in the financial sense, access to institutions cannot 
be cost prohibitive, otherwise the full citizenry will not be able to access 
other people and institutions, and would not be able to contribute to the 
nourishment of inspiration across the city.

On this front, many Detroit institutions such as the Detroit Institute of Arts 
and the Detroit Symphony Orchestra are already taking very promising 
steps toward democratizing access.

3 Principles for the Innovative City

1. nourish imaginations



[ Detroit anD the innovative City ]018 019[ A Case for Investing in Social Innovation ]

attraction and retention

In order to nourish their citizen’s imaginations, cities must proactively 
ensure that they are attracting and retaining diverse individuals and 
institutions. This is not a static world, so attraction and retention must 
be continuous core functions of city stakeholders. Further, these new 
citizens bring with them new perspectives and expertise that the city’s 
stakeholders can utilize. Policies focused on quality of life are critical 
differentiators in our competitive urban landscape.

To pursue these policies, cities should also leverage their physical and 
cultural assets – not to mention the passion of its existing citizens – to 
provide opportunities for social and cultural exploration. The mobile, 
global citizen is attracted to authentic sense of place that emerges when 
citizens are engaged in the process of urban innovation, not when big 
box projects are imposed from the top-down without at least some 
consideration of context.

This is Detroit’s great differentiator in the world right now. The 
world looks to our city as a place ripe for experimentation and social 
innovation that is activated from the grassroots level. To truly attract 
and retain world-class minds, investments must be made in the social 
innovation sector. This sector is already a magnet for young people. 
With proper infrastructure in the social innovation space, we can end  
the brain drain.

3 Principles for the Innovative City

1. nourish imaginations

Seattle Public Library

[-]
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Promote transit-oriented density to foster social interaction

The density of a city is a strong indicator of whether social interactions – 
the lifeblood of innovation – are likely to occur. Most significantly, density 
can be achieved by focusing resources and infrastructure in strategic areas. 
Density that can foster social interaction is strongly tied to transit options 
within a city – by creating density, people have opportunities to spend less 
time commuting, and thus have a higher likelihood of having serendipitous 
social interactions. According to Vishaan Chakrabarti, Professor of Real 
Estate Development and the Director of the Center for Urban Real Estate 
at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Architecture, Planning 
& Preservation, the ideal transit-oriented density level is 30 dwelling 
units per acre. We emphasize transit-oriented development because the 
benefits of density are mitigated if cities simply build dense self-contained 
communities that do not enable outside interaction. It’s the density of 
social connections, not the density of people per se, that matters where 
innovation is concerned. 

Urban innovators can improve density by reviewing incentive structures 
that affect new construction and renovation. Deliberate design of 
transit infrastructure to reduce commuting times is another factor to 
consider when designing policies. Finally, designing cityscapes to reduce 
fragmentation of human populations would also improve density and thus 
increase social interaction.

3 Principles for the Innovative City

2. connect & experiment

Principle 2

Innovative cities help citizens 
connect and experiment. 
A city’s creativity, which is triggered by diversity and inclusivity, cannot be 
activated unless it is shared between citizens. Therefore, cities should help 
citizens connect and engage with each other so knowledge and experiences 
can be shared and used to inspire and create new, innovative ideas. Hand in 
hand with opportunities to connect and engage is the need to experiment. 
This allows ideas to combine and evolve to achieve new and better 
outcomes. Cities should, in addition to designing for social interaction, 
provide avenues for citizens to experiment and take risks exploring new 
ideas.

Several factors come into play when creating an environment where 
connections and experimentation can occur, especially as it applies to cities 
as compared to smaller organizations and teams. In our research, here are 
a few key points cities should think about when it comes to connecting and 
experimenting:

Promote transit-oriented density  
to foster social interaction

Build inclusive platforms to connect

Provide low barriers to entry for 
experimentation

• Grid street pattern
• higher densities
• Limited surface parking and efficient  

parking management
• Pedestrian- and bicycle- oriented design
• Mixed housing types, including multi-family
• horizontal and vertical mixed use
• office + retail, particularly on main streets

• Suburban street pattern
• Lower densities
• Dominance of surface parking 
• Limited pedestrian and cycling access
• Mainly single-family homes
• Segregated land uses
• Gas stations, car dealersips, drive-through 

stores and other automobile-focused land uses.

transit oriented Development

Transit oriented versus Transit adjacent Development 

transit adjacent Development
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3 Principles for the Innovative City

2. connect & experiment

inclusive platforms to connect

People in the city need structures that help them connect with other 
people. These may be in-person or digital platforms that help share 
knowledge, experiences, and ideas. Examples include public parks and 
web-portals. Regardless of the type, platforms to connect need to be 
inclusive so that all people in a city have the opportunity to participate. 
If the platforms aren’t inclusive, the effects are negative for all. The 
excluded will not have the opportunity to learn and grow with the rest 
of the community, and the community at-large will not benefit from the 
diversity of all its citizens.

Urban innovators can help develop and maintain inclusive platforms to 
connect. The most immediate task is to ensure public space is available 
and abundant, and that a baseline level of planned activities ensure a 
critical mass of people participate in the platform. The platforms should 
enable team structures to form but be flexible enough for teams to re-
form and interact with participants across platforms and communities. 
The same principles of interaction – inclusivity, loose connection, and 
structures to bridge communities – apply to digital communities as well 
as physical ones.

Low barriers to entry for experimentation

The biggest barrier to experimentation is risk aversion. To counter this, 
barriers to experiment should be sufficiently low so that broader ranges 
of people have the opportunity to pilot and prototype a broad range of 
ideas. Barriers to experiment can be lowered by allocating resources for 
the express purpose of experimentation so that risk-taking innovators 
have resources to advance early-stage ideas. Barriers can also be 
lowered by keeping the fixed costs associated with experimentation—
such as housing, service costs, costs of prototyping, and costs of 
infrastructure—low. The wider the net a city casts, the likelier its 
experiments are to succeed, and by including a wide range of urban 
innovators, cities can use economies of scale to drive down costs.

Urban innovators can help address cost concerns from both directions. 
First, urban innovators can establish resource pools of funding or 
materials that can be used for new, experimental ideas. Additionally, 
urban innovators can put processes in place to help connect innovators 
with potential “customers” so that innovators can learn from seeing their 
ideas tested in the real world. Urban innovators can also keep costs low 
by providing access to resources that can be shared by innovators, such 
as equipment to prototype ideas, workspace, or access to knowledge 
and experts. Finally, keeping basic costs of living manageable prevents 
innovators from shying away from their ideas solely because they are 
unable to maintain a modest standard of living.

Removing silos allows for increased connectivity

Siloed Netowrk Unsiloed Netowrk
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3 Principles for the Innovative City  

3. ideas into practice

Principle 3

Innovative cities help citizens 
systematize their experiments.
Even after nourishing imagination, connecting citizens to share knowledge, 
and experimenting with ideas, the benefits of innovation only take shape 
when ideas are put into practice by innovators. The design of systems and 
processes within a city can vary greatly whether these ideas are put into 
practice successfully or even if people attempt to put ideas into practice at all. 
Often when thinking about innovation, designers of systems and processes 
focus on “incubation” and how to put ideas into practice without considering 
how to nourish imagination or experiment beforehand. The implementation 
of ideas, however, is positioned to be unsuccessful if the ecosystem of the city 
doesn’t let ideas develop beforehand and help sustain them afterward. Putting 
ideas into practice is the result of a long process of imagination, connection, 
and experimentation rather than being the first and only step in creating 
innovation.

Urban innovators can help shape the environment in a city so that it’s easier to 
put ideas into practice and each practice has a higher likelihood of success. In 
our research, the critical points to consider when designing city systems and 
processes which affect the implementation of ideas are:

Build support systems to launch and  
accelerate new ideas.

obstacles for innovators are removed.

open feedback loops exist to consistently allow 
ideas to improve and evolve rapidly

Build support systems to launch and accelerate new ideas

Implementation of ideas is often difficult because of the complexities that 
arise from real-world circumstances. As a result innovators need support 
systems to help them bring their ideas to fruition. These support systems 
include access to experts and mentors and the availability of resources 
and services. Still others may serve to connect innovators to their peers to 
provide support and external feedback.

Urban innovators can deliberately create these support systems or bolster 
support systems that have emerged organically. These support systems 
may take the shape of incubators, networks, or forums that might be 
supported by existing institutions or by new organizations. The critical 
element of these support systems is that they are focused on a clear 
outcome, maintain connection to the community, and are focused on 
building a small set of capabilities of which the results can be measured.

obstacles for innovators are removed

Institutions, like government or foundations, can influence the existence 
or non-existence of obstacles to innovation such as poor governance, 
lack of adequate skills, and measurement. Governance structures need to 
be expedient and enable action to occur quickly at the ground level. The 
appropriate mix of skills needs to be developed and shared within the 
population of social innovators. Measurement and clear standards need 
to exist to provide social innovators with guidance and ways to ensure 
they are making progress toward shared community goals. The large 
institutions that shape the processes related to social innovation are often 
the only actors capable of addressing these obstacles.

Urban innovators can address these issues by understanding the needs 
and concerns of social innovators and reforming programs and processes 
to alleviate obstacles to social innovators. By understanding the obstacles 
social innovators face and working with them to address those obstacles, 
institutions can improve key implementation processes such as permitting / 
licensing, pilot deployment, project coordination, and results management.
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3 Principles for the Innovative City

3. ideas into practice

Feedback loops are open and consistent

Once ideas are put into practice, feedback on the results is critical to 
adjust and improve the idea. Consequently, having open feedback loops 
between social innovators, constituents, and institutions are critical so 
that information – the key to improving ideas and social outcomes – 
about the performance of new innovations flows freely and can be used 
to improve ideas as they are implemented.

Urban Innovators can create opportunities and a safe space for feedback 
by building feedback mechanisms, like forums, working groups, or wikis, 
into the implementation plans of social initiatives. To be effective, the 
feedback should be delivered in real-time and documented so that the 
lessons learned from the feedback can be shared more broadly to help 
inspire other social innovators or help them learn and improve their own 
ideas. Building feedback mechanisms, like forums, working groups, or 
wikis, into the implementation plans of social initiatives. To be effective, 
the feedback should be delivered in real-time and documented so that 
the lessons learned from the feedback can be shared more broadly to 
help inspire other social innovators or help them learn and improve their 
own ideas.

A painted favella,
Rio de Janeiro

[-]
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T
here are many steps Detroit can take to 
pursue an urban innovation agenda. These 
recommendations represent a wide range of 

the possibilities that we believe should be instituted 
immediately, though many more could be developed 
as the city and its urban innovators uncover deeper 
and deeper insights into the ever-changing milieu 
of Detroit, with its shifting strengths and challenges. 
Moreover, any strategy pursued should be adapted and 
improved as urban innovators learn more about what 
works, what doesn’t, and why.

We have organized our recommendations by the three pillars of our 
innovation framework: 

Nourishing Imagination
Connecting and Experimenting
Putting Ideas Into Practice

The best intervention for improving urban innovation will utilize 
strategies that address all the key pillars and involve the full cadre 
of relevant stakeholders, from individual citizens to the leaders of 
organizations across the public, private, and social sector.

Putting Ideas Into Practice
Use the right metrics to measure success

economic complexity

Social interaction potential

Dwelling units per acre

Pilot permitting process

Social innovation sustaining systems

risk capital

Nourishing Imagination
open data

own the urban innovation conversation

Bolster the outward focus of universities 
and other public institutions

areas for reflection and awe near 
population centers

Connecting and Experimenting
Create an innovation office in City hall

improve pedestrian permeability

increase the amount of third places

increase density in employment districts

Knowledge platforms

Mixed-income housing

Recommendations
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open Data
State and local governments have a wealth of data at their disposal, which, 
if open to third party developers, designers and companies, can create 
enormous value for citizens. Detroit and other state and local government 
organizations should make their non-sensitive data publicly available 
so that urban innovators can use it to improve their communities. 

One example of this in Detroit is the “Text My Bus” application that was 
created by Code For America Fellows. This team used data made available 
by the Detroit Department of Transportation (DDOT) to create a text 
message service that lets users know when the bus will be arriving at 
nearby bus stops. This useful application would not have been possible if 
the City of Detroit and the DDOT didn’t make the data available for use.

Data is also valuable for more than just creating mobile phone 
apps. The data could be used by non-profit organizations to better 
understand the communities they are serving or by businesses looking 
to learn more about their customers to improve their products and 
services. The beauty of making data publicly available is that any 
citizen can use it in a way that is interesting and valuable to them.

A leader in the open data movement is Chicago. Their website contains 
a open-data portal—a one stop shop for information on everything 
ranging from flu shot locations, to crime stats, from bus routes to 
recycling drop-off locations. This data has allowed third parties 
to create tools that empower citizens with greater knowledge and 
better understanding of the real-time challenges facing the city.

Recommendations

City of Chicago 
Traffic Tracker

City of Chicago 
Snow Plow Tracker

[-]

[-]

City of Chicago 
Interactive Graffiti 
Removal Map

City of Chicago 
Lobbyist Data

[-]

[-]

The beauty of making data 
publicly available is that any 
citizen can use it in a way that is 
interesting and valuable to them.
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own the Urban innovation 
Conversation
Detroit is at the center of a national conversation about economic decline. 
Our city is often served up as a cautionary tale of how not to engage in city 
building. This conversation has been snowballing for decades and reached a 
crescendo with Time Magazine’s cover story “Is Your City Next?” The curious 
thing is people who live outside the city and the State of Michigan write most 
media coverage on Detroit. The pieces they write generally fall under the 
category of what has become commonly referred to as “helicopter journalism”.

Yet, in light of bankruptcy, Detroit can and should own the conversation 
about social and urban innovation. New trends in these disciplines are 
emerging in Detroit’s neighborhoods, bars, restaurants, coffee shops, and 
newspapers at exactly the moment this conversation started to enthrall the 
globe. By reframing the conversation from one of blight to one of hope, 
Detroit can become the source of groundbreaking ideas that captivate 

people’s imagination inside and outside our borders. We can be America’s 
laboratory for urban experimentation. By encouraging this exploration of urban 
innovation, we will inspire the next generation of civic innovators  
and cast a wide net of participation and access in the improvement of  
their own neighborhoods.

Another benefit of owning the conversation is that Detroit is then able to 
capture the creative capacity of the global community. New Orleans and New 
York City have become centers for the conversation around disaster resilience, 
and as a result experts of all stripes have converged on those cities to solve 
seemingly intractable problems. Detroit endured a Hurricane Katrina without 
water for nearly half a century. Yet without a cataclysmic event, it has been 
difficult to galvanize the global community to our aid. Bankruptcy is that event. 
We should seize the moment to become the global center for the discussion on 
the future of cities and encourage the global hive-mind to assist us.

Detroit endured a Hurricane Katrina without 
water for nearly half a century. Yet without 
a cataclysmic event, it has been difficult to 
galvanize the global community to our aid. 
Bankruptcy is that event.

Recommendations
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Detroit Institute of the Arts
“Inside Out”

Strelka Institute

BMW
Gugenheim Lab

[-]

[-]

[-]

for nourishing imagination
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Bolster the outward Focus of 
Universities and other Public 
institutions
Detroit and Southeast Michigan benefit from the presence of institutions 
of higher learning, three of which are world-class research universities. 
However, these institutions are often inaccessible Detroiters because of 
distance or because citizens are simply unaware of the knowledge those 
universities create, the forums they host, or the resources they provide. As 
a result, to nourish the imagination of citizens these universities must place 
a higher priority on actively opening their borders and proactively engaging 
the public in their activities. This means breaking out of the ivory tower and 
engaging with people on the streets.

Universities and other public institutions could more actively partner with 
community organizations or sponsor public forums that foster the discussion 
of new ideas or promote public discourse. As a starting point, the universities 
and other public institutions could hold more events outside their campuses.

A simple example of this that already occurs in Detroit is the Detroit Institute 
of Arts’ “Inside Out” initiative. In this effort, the museum holds exhibits 
outside the museum building or in other places across the metro area, in 
public view. This small but powerful gesture invites new audiences to enjoy 
the arts and nourishes the public’s imagination in one fell swoop.

An example of what robust community engagement could look like can be 
found in two sources: BMW Gugenheim Lab and the Strelka Institute. BMW 
Gugenheim Lab is a travelling education institute that utilizes an underutilized 
parcel within cities and transforms it into a center for community dialogue. 
Strelka Institute is a avant-garde architecture school, with many public facing 
elements, such as a trendy bar that hosts intellectual talks and forums. 
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areas for reflection and awe 
near Population Centers
An important part of the process of learning and being inspired is being 
able to reflect. As John Dewey, the 19th Century philosopher and education 
reformer noted:

We do not learn from experience, we 
learn from reflecting on experience.
 
In the context of the city, this means that we need spaces that stand apart 
from the daily hubbub of the market and the incessant onrush of traffic. In 
cities, our public spaces provide our best opportunities for reflection and 
awe, and they should be designed to elicit these essential states of mind. 
These areas, however, are ineffective if they cannot be accessed by large 
amounts of the population. As a result, these areas for reflection and awe 
should be placed near population centers in the city. In Detroit, this means 
that every employment district that has been identified by the Detroit Future 
City Framework should have a corresponding public space that allows for 
people to detach from their daily experience.

Several cities demonstrate these capabilities in different ways. Minneapolis, 
for example, has a large nature reserve in the center for the city that 
provides residents opportunities to immerse themselves in nature and 
participate in outdoor activities. New York and Chicago also take advantage 
of their industrial assets by transforming them into parks that provide 
residents access to reflection areas even if they are not living in the main 
downtown area. European cities are notorious for their accessible river 
walks that are utilized by all citizens. Detroit could take this a step further 
and revitalize abandoned buildings for the sole purpose of creating spaces 
for reflection.

Recommendations
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Create an innovation office  
in City hall
One of the deterrents to connecting and experimenting is having a baseline 
level of support and champion that carries an urban innovation agenda 
forward. One solution to address this need for support and a champion is to 
create an innovation office either inside City Hall or sanctioned by it. Such 
an entity would advocate for an urban innovation agenda within the city, 
by providing focus on which initiatives are important, motivating relevant 
stakeholders, providing the sponsorship to encourage risk taking, and 
securing resources to conduct urban innovation experiments.

In addition, an innovation office would provide an important link to existing 
institutions – like funding sources, governmental agencies and constituents 
– which could be used to help successful innovators scale their impact. 
Moreover, an innovation office would be an important convener of relevant 
experts outside the city and help bring their best ideas to advance Detroit’s 
urban innovation agenda.

One great example of an urban innovation office is InnovateSF, the 
innovation office of the city of San Francisco. One initiative hosted by the 
office was an online open innovation campaign which involved over 700 
active participants and led to $90,000 in cost savings . Urban innovation 
initiatives need not be tech-based, either; the Urban Innovation Office of 
Washington D.C., awarded grants to the most innovative plans to make the 
city more environmentally sustainable.

Globally, Won-Soon Park, the first Independent Mayor of Seoul, established 
the Seoul Innovation Planning Division, which is responsible for collecting 
examples of innovation from around the world and researching how they 
may be applied in his city. The Innovation Planning Division also serves 
as a magnet for citizen’s creative ideas and then works to spread and 
systematize them. 

The Rockefeller Foundation recently announced that it will fund a Resilience 
Officer for 100 cities around the globe, and Detroit Future City is leading 
the charge to ensure that we are one of the cities selected. This is Detroit’s 
best chance for embedding innovation into our bureaucracy and should be 
wholehearted supported by all.

Recommendations

Seoul Innovation Planning Division
Public Q&A

[-]

InnovateSF
Website Homepage

InnovateSF
Twitter Feed

[-] [-]
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P

Garages

Surface Lots

improve Pedestrian 
Permeability
The social connections that are vital to innovation are more likely to 
happen if people are able to interact in the public sphere, where they 
may bump into someone they otherwise would not have met. However, 
this opportunity for interaction diminishes greatly when people are 
using cars instead of walking or cycling to get around. 

Even pedestrian oriented design can 
create diminished social interaction if 
thoroughfares have a limited number 
of rigid access points. 
Creating a permeable environment in Detroit, one where people can 
move about urban space freely, would greatly enhance the city’s 
innovative capacity.

Pedestrian permeability, the practice of making transit easier for 
pedestrians navigating a city, can be achieved by connecting pieces 
of transit infrastructure together and shortening the length of streets 
so that they are more pleasant and easier to travel by foot . Detroit can 
begin an effort to increase pedestrian permeability by increasing the 
amount of pedestrian-only thoroughfares and increasing access points 
to existing transit infrastructure meant for cyclists and pedestrians 
such as the Dequindre Cut.  Further, gradually phasing out surface 
lots—which account for approximately 30% of land downtown—will 
allow for a greater pedestrian experience in the core, leading to greater 
economic vitality.

New York City had immediate impact when increasing pedestrian 
permeability, with the city seeing a 70% rise in commercial rents in the 
areas introducing permeability improvements. The city also saw a 15% 
decrease in bus travel times as well as a substantial decrease in injuries 
to motorists and pedestrians .

Pedestrian permeability is also an important weapon in the fight 
against crime, as more eyes on the streets reduce the need for active 
police presence.

Recommendations
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increase the amount of  
third Places
Originally coined by Ray Oldenburg in his book “The Great, Good Place”, 
a Third Place is a space where people can go to socialize, work, or play 
that extends beyond their home or office . These Third Places are crucial 
to the connectedness of Detroit because they provide places for people to 
mix, mingle, and share knowledge. Third Places are most effective when 
accessing the third space is cheap. Coffee shops, libraries, or restaurants 
are good examples of Third Places.

An example of a Third Place recently created in Detroit is the “Beach” 
installed on Campus Martius Park . This area provides a public, safe, 
accessible place for people to interact and enjoy their leisure time. While it 
is too early to see the benefits of such a space, it is well designed to foster 
social interaction and increase the likelihood for innovation to happen in the 
city as a result. Another example is Great Lakes Coffee, which has quickly 
become a hub for Detroit’s creative class. In this space, young professionals 
work, commingle, and form new social bonds and ventures in a casual and 
open space. Third spaces tend to work best in areas of high density.

A Third Place is a space where people 
can go to socialize, work, or play that 
extends beyond their home or office.

Cafe con Leche 
Coffee Shop & Art Installation Pop Up
Detroit

[-]

Great Lakes Coffee

[-]
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for connecting & experimenting

[+] increase Density in  
employment Districts
Density is the key to creating connections and, in turn, to fostering 
experimentation. The Detroit Future City Report provides a good 
framework for building density systematically, in its creation of 
employment districts. We recommend that when building urban density, 
urban innovators should strive to build density in the employment districts 
laid out by the Detroit Future City team .

Density can be built in these districts by intentionally focusing density-
building strategies on these districts. For example, urban innovators can 
build transit systems to promote density in these areas or target these 
areas for investment or redevelopment programs. 

By building up these districts economically 
and socially, the city will be more 
ripe to develop the connections and 
experimentation that breed innovation. 
This will drive up the rate of innovation 
and creativity across the city. 
The Kresge Foundation and NCB Capital’s recent announcement of a joint 
$30.25 million fund to promote mixed-use, mixed income, transit oriented 
development is exactly the kind of policy our city must continue to pursue. 

La Defense, major business 
district in Paris

[-]

010010
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Knowledge Platforms

The proliferation of digital 
technology also provides a great 
opportunity to overcome the 
information gap in connecting 
and experimenting. 
For example, it’s difficult to know who is available and interested 
in connecting to share ideas about a personal project or an urban 
innovation initiative. An online platform can address this gap by hosting 
profiles of people’s interests and experiences that can then be pulled 
by prospective partners to start a conversation around a common 
interest. Such reputation profiles need not be standalone applications, 
the information can be built within existing platforms meant to be online 
collaboration spaces.

Another important function of connecting and experimenting is finding 
people with relevant skillsets and experiences to partner with. Detroit 
organizations can develop a mechanism to facilitate skill-sharing, 
whether it be digital or offline. These skill-sharing platforms help build 
connections but also transfer valuable knowledge between people in the 
city through mentorship.

Recommendations
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Mixed-income housing 
50/30/20
One of the great urban challenges of our time is figuring out how to spur 
economic development without pushing people out of neighborhoods. 
Gentrification has both positive and negative effects. For example, it 
creates a safer environment and greater quality of life, but it also prices 
people out of neighborhoods where they may have lived for decades. How 
do we capture the positive benefits of gentrification while mitigating some 
of its negative effects?

To address the need of creating diverse communities in which people from 
different backgrounds and experiences mix together, many cities have 
implemented Mixed-Income Housing policies. The most promising is what 
is referred to as “50/30/20” housing. In these developments, 50% of units 
in a housing development are rented at market rate, 30% are rented at 
middle-income levels, and 20% are low-income housing. This creates more 
economically sustainable urban environments—as retailers and employers 
must cater to a wider economic base. Further, cities save money because 
people in desperate circumstances aren’t forced to live together, isolated 
from the rest of the community, but rather are integrated into the broader 
social network.

In cities where these strategies have been employed, private sector 
parties have found the 50/30/20 plan favorable because local governments 
often provide incentives to participate, such as programs for permit fast-
tracking, cash benefits, low-interest financing tools, or rehabilitation 
assistance. Cities like Austin and New York City, among many others, have 
implemented mixed-income projects successfully .  A prime example of 
this is Via Verde in the South Bronx.

By utilizing 50/30/20 mixed-income housing, Detroit can ensure diversity 
in population centers and can more effectively mobilize private-sector 
investors simultaneously.
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Via Verde
South Bronx

Market Rate

Middle-Income

Low-Income

50/30/20 [-]
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[–] economic Complexity

Developed at the Harvard Kennedy School and the MIT Media Lab, 
Economic Complexity is measured, roughly speaking, by evaluating how 
many products are made in a given population and whether the products 
a population creates are difficult to produce. When combined, these two 
components of Economic Complexity measure how much productive 
knowledge is in a population. Economic complexity is a useful indicator 
for understanding Nourishing Imagination as it is a proxy for the current 
ubiquity and diversity of useful knowledge .

[–] Social interaction Potential

Social Interaction Potential is a relatively new metric which attempts to 
describe the level of opportunity people have to engage in face-to-face 
interaction . This metric is influenced by layout of the urban landscape, the 
centralization and fragmentation of urban areas, as well as other factors . 
Social Interaction Potential is a useful metric to evaluate Connections and 
Experimentation because high Social Interaction Potential indicates that 
connections are more likely to occur.

[–] Dwelling Units Per acre

Density, we’ve said, is the key to building connections and setting up the 
occurrence of serendipitous interactions. Such density can be measured 
by evaluating dwelling units per acre – the amount of residential units that 
exist, on average, for every acre of land in a city. Research shows that 30 
dwelling units per acre is the minimum threshold for positive social effects, 
so stakeholders in Detroit should strive for that level of density.

Use the right Metrics to 
Measure Success
Metrics are an important component of putting ideas into practice for 
two reasons. First, measuring results provides important feedback to the 
stakeholders involved in urban innovation about whether initiatives are 
successful or not. This feedback can and should be used to make ongoing 
adjustments to programs and initiatives as urban innovators learn more 
about how to be successful. In other words, metrics provide reliable data 
about how to get better, faster.

Metrics are also useful because they can help 
Detroiters define what success looks like. 
Choosing how to measure success requires 
thinking about what success looks like in the 
long run and the incremental steps required 
to get there. By agreeing on metrics, Detroit’s 
urban innovators would be agreeing on where 
they want to go together. This is an essential 
step of putting ideas into practice.
We believe there are three metrics that are absolutely critical to start 
to measure urban innovation: economic complexity, social interaction 
potential, and transit-oriented density levels.

Recommendations
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PROTOTYPE PILOT PRODUCT
quick, light, cheap 

experiments that rapidly 
test ideas

real-world test 
installations in 

partnership with cities

refined final products, 
readily deployable to 

cities everywhere

Pilot Permitting Process
One of the very visible ways city governments interact with urban 
innovators is giving, or refusing them permission to operate. This 
interaction is intertwined with permitting and permitting processes. City 
Government should improve and quicken permitting processes so that 
acquiring the appropriate licensing to start or operate an organization is 
not a hindrance or deterrence to ideas being put into practice. For example, 
when Charles Molnar built benches to be placed near bus stations in 
Detroit, the city removed them and threatened him with a fine. Of course, 
issues of the built environment are tangled up in liability and jurisdiction, 
but the city should find ways to fast track promising citizen driven projects 
and help scale them, rather than obstruct them.

San Francisco, for example, created a three-step tiered permit system to 
encourage citizen creativity. Detroit should replicate it.

As of August of 2013, the City of San Jose has put forward a plan to 
improve permitting. The proposed solution includes a variety of strategies, 
including software to track the progress of each permit and opening up 
permit data to the public. The plan’s advocates – two San Jose council 
members – also suggest using a “hack-a-thon” to allow software 
developers to improve the process.

Recommendations

City of San Francisco
Planning Department
Online Resources for Permitting

[-]
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Social innovation  
Sustaining Systems
Detroit has already begun to experiment with idea incubators, co-
working spaces, and accelerators. What all of these systems lack is the 
basic foundation that could be the Holy Grail for social innovation. We 
recommend creating “sustainers” that take developed ideas, help them 
scale, while providing opportunities for shared services, knowledge sharing, 
resource partnerships, and metrics and accountability. 

These sustainers should be tied to dedicated 
funding streams so that the best, most scalable 
urban innovations have a clearer path to 
implementation. If our aim is to reverse the 
brain drain and attract truly world-class 
talent, then creating a serious foundation for 
innovators is crucial.
These sustainers would also be an ideal Third Space for urban innovators, 
serving as both professional and casual nodes in the broader network of 
the city. Moreover, they would be important community spaces to promote 
the implementation of ideas and bodies of knowledge to mentor up-and-
coming urban innovators. Like an Urban Innovation Office sponsored by 
City Hall, these sustainers would serve a critical function as entry points 
to talented urban innovators from other parts of the country who want to 
immerse themselves in Detroit and pursue their work here.

Recommendations

Social Innovation Sustainer Model

Physical Space

Shared Services

Shared Knowledge

Partnerships

accountabilityMetrics
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risk Capital
Urban innovations are risky but have a high potential for social returns. 
These are precisely the types of initiatives that may benefit from “risk 
capital”, which funds low-scale prototypes for urban innovators to try out 
their idea in a specific neighborhood or community of people. 

By providing speedy access to 
capital, which would be much 
smaller than a traditional grant 
given by a foundation, promising 
ideas won’t be lost because they 
don’t fit in a particular funding box. 
Moreover, foundations are the ideal stakeholder to provide risk capital as 
they are not accountable to traditional constituents or shareholders as 
traditional funders like governments and corporations are. Programs like 
the New Economy Initiative would be the ideal home for a risk capital fund.

Recommendations

Project refinement

Capital Quickly Deployed

Social innovation experiment

Stakeholder Feedback

RISK 
CAPITAL 

FUND

Capital Quickly Deployed
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T
his is a bold agenda for our city. Getting urban 
innovation “done” will require an all hands on 
deck approach. The old silos of suburb versus city, 

economic sector, and race need to be dissolved so that 
every stakeholder, regardless of scale or influence, 
has a part in building the future of our city. Based 
on our conversations with stakeholders throughout 
Metro Detroit, the spirit of cooperation is starting to 
overcome the culture of division. We think our city is 
up to the challenge.

Urban Social Assembly operates in the social innovation sector, and we 
are actively working to ensure that our colleagues in the community are 
working to live up to the values of this framework. While one organization 
will not solve for innovation alone, we can do our part to ensure that we 
build a foundation for innovation to occur. We also believe that social 
innovation is uniquely positioned to solve Detroit’s seemingly intractable 
problems, while also serving as a magnet for some of the best young minds. 

We can end the brain drain by 
investing in social innovation.
That is why Urban Social Assembly is implementing some of the 
recommendations we have set out in the report.  
 
Urban Social Assembly will: 

Create social innovation sustaining systems

allow Detroit to own the urban innovation conversation

establish shared knowledge platforms

Utilize metrics for collective impact

attract risk capital

Conclusion

Making it Happen in the 
Social Innovation Sector
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Create social innovation sustaining systems

Urban Social Assembly is working to create a holistic sustaining system 
for the social innovation sector. These include shared legal, accounting, 
branding, and mentoring services, as well as health care offerings that will 
help sustain social innovation organizations throughout the city. These 
services will make it easier for social innovators who move to Detroit to plug 
in and do their work. By creating a solid foundation for social innovation 
ventures, people engaged in the sector can focus on their work.

allow Detroit to own the urban  
innovation conversation
 
Urban Social Assembly will also establish a speakers series with global 
thought leaders that will position Detroit as a global leader in the 
conversation on the future of cities and social innovation.  These talks will be 
captured on film and broadcast online. In conjunction to these talks, Urban 
Social Assembly will arrange meetings between global experts and local 
Detroit revitalization leaders.

establish Shared Knowledge Platforms

Urban Social Assembly will create knowledge platforms that allow Detroit 
social innovators to take part in a best practices community. Locally this 
will mean regular programatic meetings between innovators to ensure that 
all activities build off of one another and accelerate impact, as well aligning 
strategic long-term plans so that we are all pushing the ball in the same 
direction. We will also engage in online platforms that showcase national and 
global best practices.

Utilize metrics for collective impact
 
In order for the sector to get smarter about our work, we need to measure 
our impact collectively. This will allow us to adjust in real-time to the 
data we collect. Collective impact metrics will also allow individual 
entrepreneurs and innovators to see where they fit into the broader 
ecosystem, and create feedback loops that can be acted upon immediately 
in any particular part of the sector. This data-driven approach to social 
good will allow funders to assess impact and deploy capital accordingly.

attract risk capital 

Importantly, as an umbrella organization, Urban Social Assembly will be 
well positioned to advocate and lobby for the creation of risk capital pools 
that can be accessed by social innovators, either through matchmaking 
services or through funding challenges. Right now, there is very little 
funding for experimentation in Detroit, even though the perception it that 
this is a city where innovators can experiment. The lack of risk capital is 
partially due to the disconnected and decentralized nature of the social 
innovation sector, which leads to unaccountability. Urban Social Assembly 
will be the bridge between funders and grassroots innovators, making the 
process easier to navigate and more transparent for all. 

Conclusion

Making it Happen in the 
Social Innovation Sector
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