
URBAN ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
INITIATIVE 
BUSINESS INNOVATORS SERVING URBAN COMMUNITIES 

 
Proposed vertical farms in downtown San Diego 

URBAN PROBLEMS ARE URBAN OPPORTUNITIES 
Urban centers can be vibrant, exciting, and highly productive places, but residents and visitors are often 

faced with an array of unique problems. These problems fall into several categories, most notably: 

 Inadequate public safety 

 Sub-standard education and training 

 Inadequate jobs and economic development 

 Insufficient youth recreation and enrichment opportunities 

 Insufficient transportation options 

 Limited access to affordable financial services 

 Uneven telecommunications access 

 Limited news, media, and entertainment options 
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 Deteriorating public utilities and infrastructure 

 Limited supply of affordable housing 

 Inadequate food and nutrition options 

 Limited health care access 

 Sub-standard environmental safety and sustainability 

Solutions in the above problem areas have long been viewed as the province of governments and 

charitable organizations.  Of course, where most people see a problem, the entrepreneur sees a 

business opportunity. The Urban Entrepreneurship Initiative seeks to make urban centers much more 

livable and effective by facilitating sustainable, scalable business solutions to urban problems, by 

bringing the best entrepreneurial minds to bear on a whole range of vexing urban challenges. 

 
Phillipines scene 

THE OBJECTIVE: IMPROVE THE QUALITY OF LIFE IN URBAN 
COMMUNITIES 
Ensuring a high quality of life for urban dwellers is an important objective.  In the United States, 220 

million people (71.2 percent of the total population) live in cities with populations of 50,000 or more 

(source: 2010 U.S. census).  Globally, the past forty years has seen a tremendous population shift toward 
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cities. In 1975, just over 1.5 billion of the world’s inhabitants lived in cities. As of 2005, nearly one of 

every two people on the planet (approximately 3.2 billion) was a city dweller (source: World Urban 

Forum III report, 2006). 

Many urban centers in the United States have been devastated by rapid suburbanization and economic 

globalization.  In the state of Michigan, once-great cities such as Detroit, Flint, Pontiac, and Saginaw 

have experienced dramatic increases of problems in all of the above-mentioned categories.  In urban 

centers such as these, the lack of solutions has had a double-edged effect: citizens must pay to 

remediate the effects of economic devastation, and must also pay the costs associated with developing 

and maintaining new infrastructure outside the urban core. 

WHAT WE WILL DO 
The Urban Entrepreneurship Initiative will employ several strategies to achieve its mission. Among these 

are: 

 Identify, describe, and prioritize specific urban problems 

 Focus entrepreneur communities on solving problems common to cities and metropolitan areas 

 Highlight existing companies that provide effective solutions to urban problems 

 Identify and evaluate new business models that address urban problems 

 Advise and assist urban entrepreneurs to create sustainable, scalable, and in some cases 

disruptive businesses 

HOW WE WILL DO IT 
UEI will consist of several key activities, all focused on facilitating profitable solutions to urban problems. 

At present, we envision the following program components. 

 Gather and disseminate information on specific problems that exist in urban communities 

o Use explicit data collection to engage and inspire community members 

o Employ data analytics as a “passive” data collection tool 

 Gather and disseminate information on existing solutions and business models that benefit 

urban inhabitants 

 Develop education and advisory programs that specialize in urban-solutions-focused 

entrepreneurship 

o Problem/solution focus 

o Market opportunity evaluation 

o Business model design and execution 

o Culturally contextualized design 

 Work through community partners to tailor, refine, deliver, and assess programs 

 Develop course content for in-person and online delivery 

 Deliver in cooperation with partners: local incubators, accelerators, colleges and 

universities, and high schools 

 Sponsor challenges and competitions 

o focus and encourage the efforts of entrepreneurs 
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o recognize and support promising entrepreneurs and teams 

 Connect entrepreneurs with the resources needed to ensure success 

o Access to academic research results 

o Sources of finance 

 Periodically convene key stakeholders to assess results and plan improvements 

BENEFITS 
Successful execution of an Urban Entrepreneurship Initiative will result in significant benefits to several 

stakeholder groups. Here are but a few of the benefits: 

 Urban citizens 

o More/better products and services 

o More employment opportunities 

o Better overall quality of life 

 Entrepreneurs 

o Market intelligence 

o Design-for-urban expertise 

o Proven business models 

o Connections 

 Incubators and Accelerators 

o Education content focused on urban solutions 

o Better prepared clients 

o More urban solutions-focused ventures 

o Better client success rate 

 Corporate/business partners/sponsors 

o New markets and customers 

o New and better products 

o Market intelligence 

o More sales and profits 

o Better customer relationships 

 Academic partners 

o New areas for academic inquiry 

o More intellectual property transfer opportunities 

o New subjects/cases for courses 

o Better prepared entrepreneurship students 

 Municipalities/Governments 

o Increased quantity and diversity of economic activity 

o More engaged, entrepreneurial citizens 

o More tax revenue 
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EXAMPLES OF NEW BUSINESS MODELS THAT BENEFIT 
URBAN CITIZENS 
Entrepreneurs have been providing innovative solutions in urban settings for years, and they continue to 

do so. The present condition of rapidly accelerating technology and knowledge in a variety of fields gives 

rise to new business models for solving previously intractable problems. Here are but a few small 

examples of recently developed business models that aim to provide solutions in urban settings. 

 DRS, a healthcare services business, employs retired doctors as well as local guides and drivers 

to make medical house calls in underserved urban neighborhoods. 

 Uber and other ride-sharing services provide affordable transportation in areas that are 

underserved by traditional taxis and mass transit systems, and provide employment for 

independent drivers. 

 ShotSpotter helps law enforcement identify the source of bullets fired in an urban setting in 

order to help apprehend perpetrators and enhance public safety. 

 A U-M student from China envisions a fleet of mobile workout facilities in Shanghai that allow 

office workers to stay fit without commuting to a gym on impossibly clogged streets. 

 
Detroit contrast 

IMPLEMENTATION: FIRST STEPS 
It would be imprudent to dive into a full-blown initiative of this type without first doing some market 

research, or in the current entrepreneurship parlance, “customer discovery.” We will spend 3-4 months 

investigating the field to determine the need, importance, design framework, and sustainability of an 

urban entrepreneurship initiative. Here are the key things we seek to determine: 

 What other organizations are focused on facilitating sustainable, scalable business solutions for 

urban problems? How are they similar to or different from UEI? What partnership opportunities 

exist with such organizations? 
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 How do the above mentioned stakeholders feel about a UEI program? Are they prepared to 

participate/partner/sponsor? 

 Is the above mentioned list of general urban problem areas complete? If not, what areas need 

to be added? What specific compelling examples can be cited in the above general problem 

areas? 

 What other examples of new, compelling, urban-focused business models can be cited? 

 Who are the potential program sponsors and supporters? 

 What are the first-year program design, cost, and success measures? 

The “discovery” phase will culminate in a half-day symposium where we share findings and elicit 

feedback from potential participants. The symposium will take place during the fall of 2014. At the 

conclusion of the symposium, we should have enough information to proceed toward implementation 

of the Initiative. 


