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1. Introduction to smart cities

Starting with Google’s deployment of its first gigabit
fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) network, Kansas City ser-
endipitously benefited from a sequence of strategic
undertakings that propelled it into a partnership
with Cisco’s Smart+Connected Communities Frame-
work on its way to making it North America’s largest
smart city. This emerging concept, which promises
to address growing economic, social, and ecological

concerns resulting from global urbanization, lacks a
clear definition and framework. The Institute of
Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) views a
smart city as one encompassing technology, govern-
ment, and society, while the Smart City Council
defines it as one that has digital technology embed-
ded across all city functions (Seta, Sen, Biswas, &
Khare, 2015). Deakin and Al Waer (2011) adopt a
technology-centric view of a smart city as an appli-
cation of information and communications technol-
ogy (ICT) in communities and governments to
transform life and working environments in a re-
gion. On the other hand, the Centre of Regional
Science (2007) takes a holistic and integrated view
of the smart city: it is the implementation of ICT
with active participation of citizens to achieve
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regional competitive advantage. For our study, we
adopt the definition of smart city as a conceptual
urban development model that underscores the
utilization of human, social, and technological cap-
ital for the development of regions (Angelidou,
2014).

Owing to rapid urbanization, smart cities seem to
be the way that cities will be organized in the next
decade; they resemble a social movement that
involves the government, citizens, businesses,
and entrepreneurs. The areas of entrepreneurship
within the smart city concept are largely unex-
plored in the academic literature. Scholars may
opine that smart city research is a new fad, but
we feel that it has legs and deserves exploration.
Hence, we attempt to focus on entrepreneurship
related to smart city initiatives in Kansas City and
investigate the roles of different players as they
seek to resolve the problems of urban service de-
livery, with added focus on opportunities and bar-
riers for local entrepreneurs.

2. Genesis of the smart city with a
special focus on Kansas City

Cities account for only 1% of the world’s total land
mass, yet half of the world’s population lives in
cities. In fact, two-thirds of Americans live in met-
ropolitan areas that cover only 12% of the country’s
land mass, yet produce around 75% of its GDP (Katz
& Bradley, 2013). This highlights the role of cities in
development, growth, and degradation, as well as
scholars’ interest in cities (Sunny, 2014). Com-
pounded by the technology-centric focus in nearly
all forms of human conduct, the smart city2 has
emerged as a focal point of transdisciplinary stud-
ies, particularly in place-based and purpose-driven
entrepreneurship in urban contexts (Cohen &
Muñoz, 2015). Frameworks designed to understand
and categorize smart cities risk becoming obsolete
quickly if they fail to keep up with the rising trends.

When it comes to the narratives of entrepreneur-
ship and innovation in the U.S., the coastal areas
and big cities are often the ones that get highlighted
(Kauffman Foundation, personal communication,
2016). The Kansas City area, shared by two states
with a population of just over half a million, consists
of a fair representation of demographic, economic,
and sociopolitical mix of the U.S., appropriate
for viewing smart city development unaffected by

the extremes found on the two coasts. Thus, we
initially focus on Kansas City in order to develop a
theoretical framework that allows us to observe
the contributions and roles of various institutions
and actors on an emerging phenomenon, thereby
encouraging scholars to propel forward the conver-
sation around smart cities with attention to impli-
cations for local entrepreneurs.

The first place-based initiative in Kansas City was
the Green Impact Zone, intended to transform and
revitalize a distressed 150-block area in Kansas City
(Muro, Rahman, & Liu, 2009). Starting in 2009 and
funded primarily from the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act (ARRA), strategies used included
a multi-sectoral, collaborative approach wherein
solutions were integrated using data and informa-
tion management to enhance the area’s sustainabil-
ity and economic vitality. As a cross-institutional
undertaking, the initiative tried to extend the
capacities of the neighborhood organizations
through smart-grid projects with the local electric
utility and renewed interest in urban transportation
systems.

Later, to revitalize the city center, the Kansas
City Downtown Transportation Development Dis-
trict was created in August 2012 with funded plans
for a 2-mile streetcar after earlier efforts to create
a metro- or city-wide rail transit system failed. The
2.2-mile downtown street car line became the focal
point and ground zero of the public-private part-
nership between Cisco and the city, and marked the
beginning of the smart city project in Kansas City.
As mentioned earlier, Kansas City benefited from
Google choosing to build, operate, and maintain
a promising and scalable network solution called
Google Fiber in 2011, which kicked off a renewed
interest in technology and entrepreneurship among
city stakeholders that put in a call for action
through the Cisco Smart City framework a year later
(Deacon, in press). The general reversal of high-
tech activities from suburban tech parks back to the
urban cities is evident from increased venture capi-
tal (VC) investments and startup activity. Lawrence,
Kansas, located about 40 miles from Kansas City,
lists atop New York City and Los Angeles for VC
investments per 100,000 people and further legiti-
matized the support to initiate such smart city
implementations (Florida & Mellander, 2014).

3. Municipal goals as antecedents

With rising urbanization, democratization of tech-
nology, and heightened collaboration, cities are
becoming innovation hubs that can be viewed as
a living laboratory for rapid experimentation. One
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2 Smart, in such contexts, means to have the ability to collect,
retain, and apply information (Deacon, in press).
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