Urban governance renaissance: building trust and resilience through strategic public capacity
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Cities today face a critical challenge that extends beyond the mere expansion of infrastructure or digital capabilities: the imperative to develop public institutions capable of learning, coordinating, and rebuilding trust with citizens. Mariana Mazzucato and Rainer Kattel, professors specialising in innovation and public governance at University College London, emphasize that the capacity of governments to adapt is becoming as crucial as technological advancement, especially as climate shocks and societal divides deepen globally. Years of underinvestment have left many public agencies ill-equipped, with crises exposing significant weaknesses. The authors argue that the goal should not be to "slim down" government, but to enhance its strategic capacity, outcome orientation, and partnership role in tackling major contemporary challenges such as housing, climate resilience, and inclusive technological progress.
This dynamic is especially evident in urban centres, which serve as both service delivery hubs and frontline governance loci where inequalities concentrate, economies shift, and democratic processes are tested. As cities grow in political importance and demographic diversity, there is a pressing need to improve their ability to anticipate challenges, incorporate diverse perspectives, and act with agility. Unfortunately, investment in strengthening governance often takes a backseat to funding physical infrastructure or new technologies. Mazzucato and Kattel stress that bolstering municipal governments is not a bureaucratic maintenance task but a strategic imperative essential for democratic resilience and effective problem-solving. They highlight ongoing efforts by the Institute for Innovation & Public Purpose at UCL, which works globally to rethink civil service roles—shifting from reactive market-fixing to proactive value creation through innovation, design thinking, and co-creation with citizens.
Supporting this perspective, the OECD underscores the importance of enhancing innovation capacity within city governments to address complex issues such as urbanisation, climate change, and economic development. Their research illustrates that fostering innovation ecosystems, strong leadership, and supportive governance structures can significantly improve public service delivery and residents’ quality of life. Furthermore, trust emerges as a foundational pillar for effective governance. An OECD report focusing on democratic resilience elaborates on how trust—built through transparency, accountability, and responsiveness—is essential for the legitimacy and functionality of public institutions, especially as they implement policies in uncertain and shifting contexts.
Governance innovation also closely intersects with climate resilience. Studies by Deloitte and the Urban Institute reveal that cities increasingly invest in innovative governance models tailored to tackle climate-related risks. Examples include appointing chief sustainability or resilience officers who coordinate across departments to embed climate priorities in urban planning and operations. These roles facilitate proactive risk reduction, operational sustainability, and equity-centered climate action. The 100 Resilient Cities program, for instance, has shown the benefits and challenges of institutionalising resilience within city governments, highlighting the importance of long-term capacity building.
Practical urban governance innovation often thrives in municipalities that actively embrace experimentation, collaboration, and evidence-based learning. Cities such as Helsinki, Cape Town, Madinah, Durham, and Bogotá provide instructive examples: Helsinki leverages real-time data for forecasting and prioritising, Cape Town continuously gathers citizen feedback to recalibrate services, and Madinah uses a franchise model to galvanise cross-sector cooperation. Durham promotes open innovation within city teams to develop and refine solutions, while Bogotá fosters flexible, empowered teams to act swiftly on emerging challenges. These case studies demonstrate that effective public capabilities depend not only on structure and process but fundamentally on cultivating a culture that values creativity, collaboration, and responsiveness.
However, as research into urban governance competitions like the Bloomberg Mayors Challenge and the Knight Cities Challenge reveals, disparities in cities’ capacities to participate in and benefit from innovation initiatives may exacerbate regional inequalities. Moreover, sustainable progress requires adequate funding mechanisms. Innovative financing tools discussed by Brookings, such as Rhode Island's Municipal Resilience Fund and Ann Arbor’s climate millage, exemplify how cities can secure resources for resilience projects by framing climate action as a long-term public good, thereby building public trust critical for sustained investment.
Ultimately, the question facing city leaders, policymakers, and citizens is whether they will equip municipal governments to meet mounting pressures through deliberate investment in public-sector capabilities or allow already overstretched institutions to falter under intensifying crises. The costs of delay will be borne disproportionately by urban residents, particularly the most vulnerable. The experience of cities worldwide suggests that dynamic, trust-building governance models capable of learning and adapting—rooted in collaboration and driven by clear public purpose—are indispensable to crafting inclusive, sustainable, and resilient urban futures.
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