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Abstract. Cities are rethinking how to drive future urban development 

following a smart vision to urban growth in order to improve the quality of life 

of citizens. As adopting a smart approach to urban development, cities are 

investing in the design and implementation of smart city projects to transform 

in a significant way the urban community, and to enhance social and economic 

performances of a city. By Investing in smart city projects, cities identify a 

sustainability-oriented pathway addressing and developing smart and intelligent 

solutions to urban problems, relying on information technology as a source that 

enables cities to develop innovation processes and drive sustainable urban 

growth. Cities are adopting a smart vision by promoting smart city projects that 

help encourage cooperation and support a collaborative framework to drive 

innovation in services and knowledge for sustainable urban development. Smart 

city projects are increasing, but the pathway leading to smart and sustainable 

development is still in the initial stage. Smart city projects emerge as a 

necessary step to support collective learning processes that enable urban change 

and innovation coherently with a long-term horizon.
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1   Introduction 

The future development of cities as communities relies on cities rethinking a smart 

vision for urban change and growth as a source that enables the city to advance 

towards urban sustainability and improve the quality of life of people living within 

urban communities. In particular, following a smart city vision implies that cities 

must adopt, develop and implement smart city projects in order to undertake an 

effective and substantial transition of the city towards a smart-driven or smart city to 

enhance social and economic performances of a city.  

Smart city-based development is emerging as a potential model for cities aiming to 

support social and economic growth within information and knowledge era [1]. It is 

no simple task to make a city as smart city without rethinking how to plan and rethink 

the stages of evolution. Following the monitoring of several steps relies on defining a 

project that opens up to goals, sources, times and organisational action to drive the 

city towards change, embracing a smart vision leading to urban sustainable 

development. 
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Cities invest in smart city initiatives and vision to improve the quality of life 

encompassing socio-environmental aspects and information and technology 

applications [2]. 

While the need to embrace a smart approach to urban development of cities is an 

aspect well documented in the literature about smart cities, there are few studies that 

elucidate the role of smart city projects within a smart city model which includes 

social, economic, urban, institutional, technological and environmental aspects [3]. 

The aim of this study is to elucidate the role of smart city projects as a means that 

helps cities to become smart, by viewing the smartness as a vision to support urban, 

social and economic growth. In particular, smart evolutions and solutions help cities 

improve technological infrastructures in order to make effective the bridge between 

social, urban and technological frameworks [4]. 

Cities are rethinking a smart-oriented approach to face the problems of rapid 

urbanisation [5]. Smart cities emerge as a conceptual development model that relies 

on using information technology to improve human capital and increase urban 

sustainability and future [6], enabling the optimisation of all city functions [7]. The 

advantages of a smart city approach concern: benefits to urban transportation and 

mobility, access to city resources, opportunities for the employment and support to 

local growth [4]. 

Smart cities projects and vision help to construct a people-centred approach to urban 

governance in order to develop jointly economic growth, social sustainability and 

cohesion [8, 9]. Building smart cities relies on promoting urban governance that 

enhances the relationships between bottom-up initiatives and city strategy, bringing 

together human collaboration and technological systems to transform urban spaces, 

making effective diverse public values coherently with specific context [8]. 

As drivers of economic and social growth, and multi-level cooperation-led innovation 

[10], cities aim to proceed towards sustainable development by using information and 

digital technology to support urban growth, knowledge and innovation-led economy 

[11, 12] and improve the living conditions for citizens [13]. 

As following a smart approach and vision to urban development, cities design a 

pathway for sustainability and learn how to define and design organisational 

processes and infrastructures that drive cities to evolve as smart-driven inclusive 

urban communities [14, 15]. Smart city initiatives rely on using emerging 

technologies and help exploring future scenarios of contemporary cities [16]. 

Thereby, leading cities towards a long term urban development implies to understand 

how cities can define and implement a smart city project as an effective urban 

management model for urban growth [1]. 

Designing cities of the future relies on developing a smart approach to strengthen 

social and public value creation, social inclusion, and innovation to drive urban 

development over time. Cities as smart communities understand the potential of 

information technology, designing and implementing smart city projects [3]. 

The paper is structured in the following way. After introduction, understanding smart 

and sustainable cities for driving urban development is presented in the second 

section. In the third section, smart city projects and strategies are considered as means 

to drive cities into urban future. Finally, conclusions are outlined. 



2 Understanding the role of smart cities as drivers of sustainable 

urban development 

Cities are embracing a smart vision to rethink and plan urban futures and spaces by 

embracing information technology to redesign a smart city urban planning. Cities 

promote smartness as a vision that enables the city to modernize urban services and 

infrastructures by employing information communication technologies (ICTs) in 

urban economy, services, life and society. «Smart City is furthermore used to discuss 

the use of modern technology in everyday urban life» (p. 10) [17]. 

Hence, technology is one of the conditions for cities becoming smart. There is no one 

route for achieving this. Several approaches emerge because a smart city strategy 

refers to local aspects in terms of governance models, local culture and the citizens’ 

involvement [18]. In particular, cities promote smartness as a vision for change that 

makes the city a smart community [19]. 

Smart city is a multidimensional and socio-technical phenomenon that relies on 

technology, management and policy components in a comprehensive way [5]. Gil-

Garcia, Pardo and Nam [20] state that «a smart city should be seen as a continuum in 

which local government officials, citizens, and other stakeholders could think about 

the initiatives that attempt to make the city a better place to live» (p. 5). As a 

conceptual development model, a smart city helps enhance the city’s human, 

collective, and technological capital for increasing urban sustainability [6]. 

Cities adopt a smart strategy to address urban development «for improving the 

operational and managerial efficiency and the quality of life by building on advances 

in ICTs and infrastructures» (p. 186) [21]. Cities invest in smart solutions to 

contribute to a high quality of life and to achieve sustainable development in urban 

spaces in terms of efficient use of resources, competitive knowledge and innovation-

led economy [12]. Community, technology and policy drive smart city and enable 

productivity, sustainability, accessibility, wellbeing, liveability and governance [22]. 

Sustainability is an opportunity that requires invention, it is a process that involves a 

self-conscious choice [23]. Smartness is considered as a source to drive cities to 

become sustainable. While a smart city helps to improve services through technology 

with regards to human side of change, sustainable city relies on decision-making 

processes to improve urban community following a future-oriented and long time 

horizon [24]. Sustainability-oriented cities adopt a smart vision that relies on using 

information and digital technology as a source to support urban future, knowledge and 

innovation economy [11]. As drivers of economic and social growth fostering 

innovation and encouraging multi-level public-private partnerships, [10], cities 

develop knowledge-based strategies to drive sustainable urban development [25]. 

Smarter cities enhance values as innovation and cohesion developing governance and 

community [26], matching technologies, tools and applications with urban functions 

and contexts [27]. 

Technology helps to improve urban quality of life for sustainable development [12], 

and drive urban innovation in management, governance and policy [28], leading to 

modernisation and automation of urban spaces [15]. In particular, cities invest in 

innovation, linking technology and knowledge with people and territory to drive 



urban development [29]. Technology also provides a platform for collaboration and a 

symbol that provides community value to share new ideas, resources and projects 

[30]. 

The adoption of smart urban technologies helps cities to become a smart city by 

ensuring both technological excellence and economic competitiveness as a means to 

promote urban society and support urban growth and development [1]. Cities adopt a 

smart approach to build collaborative processes between people, business and 

government within community for urban and open innovation enabling an inclusive 

city and empowering the role of citizens in shaping urban smartness and change [29]. 

Smart cities contribute to urban innovation involving all the stakeholders of urban 

environment. Cities select a smart approach using the potential of information 

technology in order to enhance economy, governance, people, mobility, environment 

and living to drive urban sustainable growth and ensure a high quality of life leading 

systems, service and capabilities in an organic network [30]. 

3 Driving cities into the future through smart city projects and 

strategies 

Cities becoming smart plan investments in human and social capital for ensuring high 

quality of life by developing new communication infrastructures for sustainable 

economic growth and participatory governance [31]. 
It is difficult to rethink about the city as a smart community without planning a smart 

city project and strategy to drive the city towards future urban development. Driving 

smart and sustainable urban change requires long-term processes and mindset [3] and 

relies on a roadmap coherently with particular city context, needs, and local interests 

[13]. 

Investing in smart city projects helps transform the urban community in a significant 

and positive way [32]. Smart city projects help cities to identify a pathway for 

building sustainable, learning and inclusive cities meeting the expectations of urban 

society in 21th century [33]. Smart city projects provide the potential to advance the 

progression towards smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, enabling the creation of 

more sustainable cities [34]. 

As real challenges that influence the development of cities [7], smart city projects 

help design an integrated city of the future, stressing the relevance of both 

technological and collaborative dimensions that enhance the relationships among 

urban stakeholders as a means that enables the city to become smarter [3]. 

Smart city projects help cities to identify both a comprehensive strategic plan and 

sustainable pathway for urban growth [35]. Smart city projects enable cities to 

develop human-centred pathways by using technology to involve stakeholders to 

engage in collaborative and participatory processes for engendering urban innovation 

[36]. Technology helps cities to design projects that support urban renewal and 

change. Smart cities encourage user-driven innovation projects by using technology 

for stimulating open and collaborative innovation [37]. Smart city projects help the 



diffusion of a culture of smartness as support to the creation and development of 

knowledge management processes in enterprises [38]. 

Designing a smart city strategy relies on sustaining connectivity platforms. Following 

a socio-technical framework, smart city projects are considered in terms of both 

technological and instrumental values, collaborative and symbolic value. Smart city 

projects enable urban collaboration design and legitimize innovative solutions leading 

cities to facing uncertainty and complexity of urban problems [39]. 

A smart city strategy is an important urban development policy which has an impact 

in services delivery and relationships among the public sector, citizens and 

businesses, shaping the future of society and governance. A smart city strategy relies 

on promoting technological infrastructure development using technology to ensure 

both efficient function and develop innovative solutions in order to improve urban 

quality of life [6]. 

The quality of life of citizens is the issue of cities becoming smart. Planning smart 

cities development relies on bridging technological advancements, knowledge and 

innovation networks to realize an effective digital and human intelligence-driven 

smart city [11]. The role of smart city strategies is to enhance information technology 

to support a bottom-up vision, to improve citizen awareness and provide privacy and 

security issues [40]. Driving smart city projects helps develop urban innovation as 

innovative practices to improve urban environments [39]. By implementing smart city 

projects, cities become smarter upgrading the elements related to techno-economic 

activity, the environ-urban configurations and the socio-institutional structure, 

enhancing the relationships between public and private actors to support urban 

innovation ecosystems [3]. 

Developing smart city projects relies on building a smart city ecosystem that enhances 

cooperation breeding entrepreneurial opportunities [41]. Successful smart city 

projects rely on considering citizens as key stakeholders that provide inputs for urban 

development and growth [42]. Smart city projects make cities as smart and inclusive 

communities where citizens promote innovations and technological advancements, by 

improving their local communities and fostering community entrepreneurship [14]. 

Smart city initiatives contribute to placing human values within community to 

strengthen economic growth regeneration, inclusivity and opportunities for change 

[43]. 

4 Discussion and Conclusions 

Investing in smart city projects and strategies relates to identifying a long-term 

horizon for urban change. Promoting smart city projects helps to develop debate and 

dialogue within city as a community in order to identify possible trajectories of 

development to address strategic and social urban growth. 

Driving cities to identify and develop a pathway for building the city as more smart 

and sustainable community is a long term goal that relies on promoting and 

implementing smart city projects as a source and means to support urban innovation, 

modernisation and growth.  



Cities are sustaining relevant efforts to modernize urban spaces and environments in 

order to improve the quality of life for citizens. The orientation to smart city projects 

is advancing even if a smart strategy design seems to be still at infancy age. In 

particular, rethinking smart city projects following a top-down and techno-centric 

approach fails to help social and economic urban growth, while a smart city projects 

is to emerge as an opportunity to support urban intelligence and construct a 

sustainable-oriented pathway that relies on a participatory and collaborative-oriented 

framework that fosters the relationships between city governments and urban 

stakeholders involved in defining and implementing smart city projects’ issues. 

There are social, managerial and organisational implications. Developing smart city 

projects relies on involving the urban community in the definition, acceptance, design 

and implementation of the project. All the urban stakeholders have to develop 

adequate managerial capabilities to govern the process of project management. Cities 

emerge as collaborative spaces that enable the generation of ideas and projects that 

contribute to better quality of life of people and businesses within urban community. 

Smart city as a model of urban development is a global trend with local peculiarities 

in effective realisation. Following a smart approach helps cities to redesign urban 

planning and select a strategic pathway and long-term horizon to realize effectively 

liveable urban environments that enable economic and productive activities, and 

facilitate the improvement of urban quality of life. The urban landscape is emerging 

as an interesting workshop where cities are experimenting new ways to develop urban 

innovation in services and functionalities. 

There are some limitations in the study. Smart solutions and approach are viewed as a 

driver of urban growth and development. There is not a comparison among different 

urban realities. The study is mainly descriptive and sheds lights on efforts of cities 

planning a smart-driven urban future. Further research investigations would focus on 

a comparison among more countries about how smart city projects are planned, 

designed and implemented in different urban environments. 
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