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Abstract: Cities are widely recognized as the preferred places for cultural production and interactions, with their ability to
agglomerate high-skilled workers and talented people, and to host services and knowledge infrastructures connected through
formal and informal networks. They stand at the intersection points of both physical connections, including passenger travels and
trade of goods and non-physical relations. The paper starts from the acknowledgment that innovation comes out as a consequence
of these networks, triggering the economic growth and making cities attractive and competitive. It will then investigate the role of
the human capital, as the current best productive asset, that acquires a new value in virtue of the social capital. The aim is to
demonstrate that multiculturalism is an innovative, dynamic factor for development necessary for cities to thrive, that is
particularly present within port cities. These nodes of transportation and relational networks, in fact, are embedded into several
activities that go far beyond their boundaries and emerge as places of conflicts, but also of innovation and progress. In order to
support the discussion, this contribution will explore the Innovation District of Boston as a significant case study, since, with its
strong multiculturalism within a port environment that is deeply changing, the area is favoring the new economy of innovation.
The results of the study will highlight the challenging character of stressing multiculturalism in a general climate of mistrust,
intolerance and fear and will recognize the fact that in the era of the human capital there is an important element linked to
connections, both physical (transportation links) and relational (social capital), that have the ability to transform the look of cities,
opening up new opportunities to grow and use the human capital in unexpected ways. A set of possible future scenarios of
policies will be proposed as well, considering the diversity added value and the prioritization of physical and relational
connections.
Keywords: Innovation Economy, Multiculturalism, Human and Social Capital, Port Cities

1. Introduction
Under the hegemony of the new globalized economy, the
world map has been redrawn in a way never envisioned before.
The net effect of these changes is that there are no longer the
traditional barriers and boundaries in doing business, since
each individual is suddenly able to compete with any other at
any time. The economic geography that emerges depends
mainly on highly specialized professional activities,
geographically concentrated in urban contexts [51] and strictly
dependent on the innovation paradigm.
Over the last decades, in fact, innovation has become
essential within the economic growth pattern, moving at the

center of the stage of policy makers worldwide.
This unusual social and economic perspective, where
innovation is vital for boosting the economic development,
reducing disparities, but also for making cities attractive and
competitive [15], allows to investigate new means to trigger
it, setting aside the classical industrial framework that
dominated the past development processes.
The roots of the innovation economy have to be traced in
the work of the economist Joseph Schumpeter, who first
acknowledged the pivotal role played by innovation in
generating economic prosperity, by means of the so-called
“creative destruction”, a “process of industrial mutation that
incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from within,
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incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new
one” [53]. Afterwards, the Neoclassical Growth Model
further supports the connection between innovation and
economic growth [56].
More recently, the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) recognized in the
promotion of innovation the main engine for reducing
inequalities and improving the economic growth also in
deprived contexts [41]. Besides this, the World Bank has seen
innovation as the driver of socioeconomic progress, through
the triggering of wealth and skilled jobs, the urban systems
development and the increase in the competitiveness levels
[58].
Finally, the Lisbon’s strategy introduced the issue of
innovation within the territorial productive system [14].
Within the “innovation-based growth theory”, wealth is no
longer dependent on the usual factors of production, such as
capital, labor and natural resources, yet, is engendered by
knowledge and technological and scientific improvements
[2].
This approach puts knowledge and information at the
center of the stage for tailoring successful strategies aimed at
boosting growth and increasing competitiveness.
In this regard, a conspicuous number of scholars
acknowledged the importance of proximity in achieving the
competitive advantage [44], highlighting the propensity of
different actors and firms to locate close to each other, in
order to “innovate at a quicker rate, sharing technologies and
knowledge easier” [23]. Indeed, “the ability for small firms to
generate ideas and mingle with larger firms who have the
access to capital and the ability to scale and grow these ideas
is imperative in entrepreneurial fields” [23].
This fertile environment called innovation ecosystem is
vital for spurring economic growth by means of innovation.
It comprehends a mix of innovations and communities,
where “the principal actors are usually for-profit firms,
universities and other public and private specialist research
organisations and knowledge-based consultancies” [38].
With their ability to agglomerate high-skilled workers and
talented people, and to host services and knowledge
infrastructures, as universities and research centers [13],
connected through formal and informal networks [40], cities
reveal themselves as the spots where progress and economic
development occur [24].
They stand at the intersection points of both physical
connections, including passenger travels and trade of goods
and non-physical relations, including the production of
services [12]. As a consequence of these urban flows, it
comes out the innovation paradigm. This sort of urbanization
process of innovation has overcome the model that
dominated the past 50 years, made of “suburban corridors of
spatially isolated corporate campuses, accessible only by car,
with little emphasis on the quality of life or on integrating
work, housing, and recreation” [30].
The paper aims at pointing out that multiculturalism is an
innovative, dynamic factor for development necessary for
cities to thrive. This factor is particularly present within port
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cities. These crossroads of different cultures and ideas, which
are embedded into several activities that go far beyond their
boundaries, in fact, emerge as places of conflicts, but mainly
of innovation and progress.
This contribution is articulated into three main sections:
the first investigates multiculturalism and the role of the
human and social capital; the second one explores port cities
environment as multicultural hubs; the third one will present
some insights from the Innovation District of Boston as a
significant case study and the last one will present the results
of the study, proposing also a set of possible future scenarios,
considering the diversity added value and the prioritization of
physical and relational connections.
The Boston Innovation District represents an emblematic
case study since with its strong multiculturalism within a port
environment that is deeply changing, the area is favoring the
new economy of innovation, through a new generation of
urban planning tools promoted by the City.

2. Multiculturalism and the Role of
Human and Social Capital
As we have seen, the 21st Century opened a challenge
necessary for cities to succeed. They need, in fact, to become
creative, finding new ways to attract, nurture and retain talents
by setting up good living and working conditions within rich
ecosystems of innovation based on an atmosphere of tolerance
able to facilitate the flows of knowledge.
Thus, knowledge-intensive industries and talents “are
extensively seen as the primary factors needed to improve the
welfare and competitiveness of cities” [65].
It comes out a global cutthroat competition among talents
[51] that colonize a few cities in the World. Consequentially,
the human capital emerges as the best productive asset. This is
in line with a sound body of knowledge, including the works
of Marshall [35], Shumpeter with its theory of economic
development [53] and Jacobs [27], who stated that the
economic development relies upon the human capital growth.
Additional evidence is provided by Romer and Lucas, who,
against the neoclassical growth models, affirm through the
Endogenous Growth Theory that the economic growth is
internally generated and is essential to invest in human capital,
innovation and knowledge [34; 49].
Currently, the human capital acquires a new value in virtue
of the social capital, namely the network of relationships that
allows the mingling of information and knowledge flows. As a
matter of fact, if before the social capital was considered the
output of institutions and firms, today it is among the main
inputs for the development process [21].
The consolidated social interactions between competitive
clusters of human capital spread within metropolitan areas
[50], need the geographical proximity as a “prerequisite to
make learning and innovation successful” [8], stressing the
exchange of knowledge, facilitated by formal and informal
relations.
Thus, besides the advantages of the agglomeration
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economies, such as the creation of a pool of skilled labors [35],
and the competitive advantage that comes out [45], the
geographic “clusterization” phenomenon is crucial for the
knowledge sharing process amongst the networks of actors
living in close proximity [17; 45].
In sight of this, giving the importance of the human capital,
the social interactions and the current competition for talents,
cities need to be nurtured by multiculturalism in order to
thrive.
The multicultural society has as its direct phenomenon
cultural diversity [29] with its positive influence on the social
capital [43], being a “source of exchange, innovation and
creativity” [59].
It gives a great contribution to the innovation process [43]
and the quality of life, preserving the identity of places, the
institutions and the social structure [64], reflecting people
with their values and behaviors and “the way of life” of places
[31].
Multiculturalism implies the development of pluralism and
mutual Tolerance [29], where the latter one, with its “live and
let live” ethos, is among “the three T’s” of economic
development together with Talent, comprehending the better
educated and skilled people, and Technology, that includes the
necessary infrastructures for fueling an entrepreneurial culture
[18].
Following this framework, the mobility trends of the last
years, being different from the traditional migrations, open up
new flows and take on new meanings [52].
They are partly due to the specific problems of each
Country and partly to the contemporary ease of mobility and
contribute to layer and blend cultures, ideas and technologies,
creating “deeply textured, economically and culturally rich
continent now so appealing to those seeking new lives” [1].
They bring “considerable advantages for organizations and
cities in terms of increased innovation, productivity and
ability to solve problems” [9]. The diversity added value has
significant long-term implications for the economic growth
and the competitiveness of a Country [22] and for designing
urban policies, “since involving people of diverse
backgrounds in policy design increases effectiveness” [9].
Several superdiverse cities (e.g. London and New York) use
these features to plan their own development transcending
“national, faith and ethnic boundaries” and recognizing
specific needs at the same time [62].
All the concepts above can be summed in the following
figure, where migration and population diversity, together
with the networking process and new economic activities have
the ability to raise the cross-sectoral collaborations and
cross-fertilization potential, which is a form of collaboration,
occurring when “collaborators make efforts to share and
exchange skills as well as work across professional boundaries
in ways that may readdress or redraw the boundaries
themselves” [39].

Figure 1. The cross fertilization potential trend based on the Cultural Shift
& Population Movements. Source: Retrieved and adapted by the authors
from Landry, C. [31].

The multiculturalism emerges as an innovative, dynamic
factor for the development, so that it becomes necessary the
support to the social, cultural, ethnic and skill diversity within
the innovation economy, by adopting an intercultural
approach for facilitating the dialogue and mutual
understanding [64].

3. Port Cities as Multicultural Hubs
So far, it arose that multiculturalism is for cities an
important source of creativity [33], allowing to people to work
together, collaborate and generate new ideas, providing an
opportunity for getting new perspectives and thoughts,
favoring also their creative dissemination [33]. As Jacobs
stated, in fact, “great cities are places where people from
virtually any background are welcome to turn their energy and
ideas into innovations and wealth” [26]. Thus, it can be
considered the technology of a very different global economy,
where ideas represent the new wealth [47]. This explains why
it has an important role in fueling innovation and urban growth
[26].
This approach to economic development more
people-oriented finds a fertile breeding ground within the
environment of port cities. These spots transformed over time
the look of cities, offering privileged links to the interior [4],
facilitating international trade and energizing the flows of
goods and services around the world [37], allowing to trigger
positive processes of local developments and changes of both
the natural and the built environment. Moreover, migration
and diversity have the potential to become an added value able
to reinforce the global positioning and economy of cities [25].
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The activities in which they are embedded go far beyond
their physical boundaries [12].
Besides offering important trading economy, representing
the dynamic knots of the new economic geography made of a
marked East-West orientation of the world’s markets and the
key hubs of the Global Value Chains [19], competing with one
another globally, they are also “better suited to take part in a
regional system”, holding “the key to the region’s future
economic prosperity” [54].
There is a further developmental component that can be
found mainly in global gateway seaports, namely the fact of
being global cities, acting as “portal and stage for world
connectivity”, attracting “a genre of global-aspiring urban
professionals” [5] and registering strong presences of
foreign-born people. This is in line with their historical feature
of being gateways of immigrants [55; 4].
Currently, about 3 billion people (approximately half of the
world’s population) lives within 200 kilometers of the
coastline, with the numbers expected to double [10],
presenting a density of population that is twice the world’s
average [60].
The overlap of the historical layers, made by the continuous
exchanges of people and goods and mishmashes between
cultures, has pushed over time on their multiculturalism [12]
and the “live and let live” philosophy, so that the mutual
Tolerance is more developed than the other contexts [54].
Not surprisingly, ports emerge as the “primary platforms in
the knowledge economy based on preexisting resources”, able
to “achieve a sustainable balance which fosters development”
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[12].
With their important “history of sharing ideas on a regional,
national and international level” [46], they can unfold new
models of innovation and determine in such a way the research
orientations [42]. They are already considered the “spatial
clusters for innovation, research and development” [37].
The presence of the infrastructure of the port constitutes a
competitive edge for cities, having the ability to “broaden the
benefits of innovation”, offering the possibility to collaborate
more easily and with a broader scenario [57].
These melting pots and crossroads of different cultures and
ideas, open to global connections, emerge as the most likely
places to accommodate successful development programs,
since they got an advantage in the effort to reinvent
themselves in view of the new economy.
It becomes necessary to mingle the logistics of ports with
the flows of capital of cities, contemplating both the physical
connections, including “passenger travel” and “trade of goods”
and the non-physical relations [12] which are at the base of the
new innovation economy.

4. The Boston Innovation District as a
Significant Case Study
The city of Boston will now be explored as a significant
case study, since, with its strong multiculturalism within a port
environment that is deeply changing, is favoring the new
economy of innovation.

Figure 2. Boston City Framework, including location, dimension, population, positioning and shift of the economic model. Source: Authors’ elaboration, 2016.
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Boston is within the top 25 largest cities in the U.S., owing
the profile of a city that is growing (+13,33% of the population
in the last 6 years), but maintains a human-scale dimension
(personal communication, June 22, 2016). A report from the
Boston Redevelopment Authority points out that in the length
of time 2000–2014, there has been an increase in the
foreign-born population of 19.2% [7]. As a matter of fact, with
more than a quarter of people born outside America, the city
occupies the 7th position for the share of foreign-born residents
among the 25 largest U.S. cities [7]. As we have already seen in
the previous sections, this represents a precious source of
innovation and economic growth.
Its interculturality depends also on the fact that the city is a
mecca for education, being home of 35 colleges, universities
and community colleges, that register about 152,000 students
from all over the World [6]. As a matter of fact, “the
intellectual power here is staggering, with Harvard, MIT, and
dozens of other schools making this the academic capital of
the world” [20].
Clearly, Boston owes its growth also to the importance of
the port, “which is New England’s largest seaport” [36] and
was among the “world’s wealthiest international trading ports”
after the American Revolution [32], considered a “thriving
shipping area that in the early part of the 20th century received
raw materials like wool and leather for local textile factories”
[3].
This active freight pole until a few years ago was essentially
daily catch and rail yards, used for the transportation of goods.
When the industry of shipping declined, most warehouses
have been abandoned and the rail yards became huge parking
lots valuable for people who had to walk into the nearby
downtown neighborhood, which had more expensive parking
(personal communication, June 25, 2016).
Then, a series of physical transformation, over time,
changed the face of the then-rotted Seaport area. Among them,
the move of the John Joseph Moakley United States
Courthouse in 1998 [3] and the “Big Dig” project, completed
in 2007, which connected the waterfront with both the
downtown area and the Logan International Airport [3].
Moreover, a cultural wave hit the area, with the opening of the
65,000 square foot building of the Institute of Contemporary
Art (ICA) and the move of one of the largest artist community
in New England (personal communication, June 16, 2016).
This has had a ripple effect on the opening of new restaurants
and the attraction of residents and big multinationals [3],
previously located in Kendall Square, in the city of Cambridge
(personal communication, June 16, 2016).
In 2008, with the market collapse, there has been a
watershed also in the planning regulation of the area. The old
planning made by the Boston Redevelopment Authority back
in the late ‘90s, in fact, has been revised and the city changed
the zoning of the area in order to accommodate innovation,
since previously it did not allow R&D functions (personal
communication, June 16, 2016).
The Public Administration came up with the idea of the
Seaport Innovation District with the willingness to bring

people in the area and push a mixed neighborhood, with
residences, shops, cultural institutions, hotels, open spaces,
restaurants and a flourishing working environment (personal
communication, June 25, 2016) able to spur a global
competition for companies, new ideas and new ways of
working, creating new jobs and retaining local talents.
The intent was to “establish an abundance of collaborative
open spaces and organizations, including incubators,
accelerators, co-working spaces, schools and job training
firms advancing specific skill sets for the innovation economy”
[61], “fostering collaboration with new workspaces” [23].
The area went from being dominated mainly by the
Industrial/Manufacturing sectors (65%) in the year 2000, to an
increase in the office (+16% 2000-2013), residential (+5%
2000-2013), convention (+5% 2000-2013) and hotel (+5%
2000-2013) uses [36]. The Industrial/Manufacturing/Maritime
segments reached the 33% in 2013 [36]. Thus, port activities
and industrial uses are still present, occupying about one third
of the waterfront land, supporting “approximately 50,000 jobs
[...] with 1,600 companies importing and exporting goods
through the port” [36], but the new Innovation District is
stimulating the economic growth of the whole city system,
becoming an essential engine and catalyst for new companies.
Since it has been launched in 2010, in fact, it allowed to
establish more than 200 new companies, creating about 5,000
new jobs [28], targeting mainly young, creative people from
different cultural and educational background.
The city tried to attract a community of innovators, through
a positive environment able to create a ferment of “creativity
and exchange [...], building physical spaces that enabled
entrepreneurs to converge during and after work hours became
imperative for the public sector” [48].
The intent was to shape an industry-agnostic community,
that collaborates and innovates, made of both “established
companies and small enterprises” [48], able to exploit and
strengthen the existing social, cultural, ethnic and skill
diversity.
The “proximity” concept lies behind the program, proving
that “people in clusters innovate at a quicker rate, sharing
technologies and knowledge easier [...]. The ability for small
firms to generate ideas and mingle with larger firms who have
the access to capital and the ability to scale and grow these
ideas is imperative in entrepreneurial fields” [23].
An ecosystem has been built up, everything from
workspaces, that make easy to get a space for working on a
startup, which is inexpensive, but allows to interact with
people, to public spaces, like District Hall, non-profit
organizations, support groups and then co-working spaces and
incubators (personal communication, June 25, 2016), that let
to about a 40% of the companies located in the area to share
the spaces, using the human capital to generate innovative
activities [48].
The idea of implanting an Innovation District machine on
Port areas, where port-related activities already moved away or
coexist with businesses, help also to connect again the port and
the city systems, transcending their boundaries.
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The physical regeneration of the former port area was
facilitated by a new generation of urban planning tools
focused on innovation promoted by the City and was
accompanied by a process aimed at reproducing the
serendipity that is behind innovation.

5. Conclusions and Future Scenarios
As explained in the previous sections, the new economic
geography is based on highly specialized professional
activities, geographically concentrated in urban contexts [51].
Accordingly, cities emerge as the spots where innovation,
progress and economic development occur [24], able to offer
the human, social, financial and physical capital required for
succeeding (personal communication, April 13, 2016).
Giving the importance of the human capital, the social
interactions and the current competition for talents, cities need
the multiculturalism, being a “source of exchange, innovation
and creativity” [59], in order to thrive.
Multiculturalism arises as a factor of innovative dynamism
particularly present within port cities, which are gateways
open to global connections and offer an important “trading
economy and a history of sharing ideas on a regional, national
and international level” [46].
They emerge as the spatial hubs of transformation in the
innovation economy, being as “primary platforms” that,
thanks also to preexisting resources, can “achieve a
sustainable balance which fosters development” [12].
Thus, in the era of the human capital, there is an important
element linked to connections, both physical (transportation
links) and relational (social capital). They have the ability to
transform the look of cities, opening up new opportunities to
develop and grow and use the human capital in unexpected
ways.
In a current general climate of mistrust, intolerance and fear,
considering the added value of these elements has important
long-term implications also for designing more effective
urban policies.
Contaminating cities with a diversity agenda and
strengthening, at the same time, the physical transportation
links, can make the difference.
It is necessary, thus, to establish policies that dedicate
funding to the improvement of infrastructures, in order to
support the global economic activities linked to innovation [11].
“The first step in this process is prioritizing infrastructure
projects that help move goods and people around the world”,
starting from the infrastructures of ports [11].
The logistic of ports, in this way, mingles with the flows of
capital of cities, considering the knowledge and human side of
the port city environments.
“Business and civic organizations have two crucial roles to
play: first, to advocate for the most effective improvements and
second, to build broad-based community and business support
for these massive multiyear projects” [11].
Furthermore, strengthening the already existing diverse
workforce within port environments requires a strong
commitment to advance cultural changes, “underpinned by

119

investment to develop a cohesive set of employment policies
and practices” [16].
This answers to ethical, regulatory and economic reasons
[63] and regard the social, cultural, ethnic and skill
background within the innovation economy context.
For cities to better exploit the advantages of cultural diversity,
thus, they need to adopt an Intercultural approach for
facilitating the dialogue and mutual understanding [64]. This
can be done through intercultural exchange and innovation, to
be unlocked by new skills, such as cultural awareness. “The
creative challenge is to move from the multicultural city of
fragmented differences to the co-created intercultural city that
makes the most of diversity” [64].
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