
Building the capacity for change in cities
Insights from the Deloitte-ThoughtLab Global City Survey

A report from the Deloitte Center for Government Insights
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C
ities around the world are currently trying to rebound from 
the public health and economic difficulties thrust upon them 
by the pandemic and build resilience for future shocks. 
Realizing their goal of developing the city of the future 
requires city leaders to build up the cities’ capacity for 
change in multiple domains. 

Deloitte collaborated with ThoughtLab to survey 200 city leaders and 2,000 
citizens globally to better understand the ways in which cities are becoming 
future-ready and building their capacity for change. The survey suggests a 
clear movement toward rapid digitization and improving digital access in 
cities. Cities are also aiming to rebuild public trust, become more resilient 
to climate change, and develop a talent ecosystem for the future.

Note: “Citizens” and “residents” are used interchangeably throughout 
the report.

Introduction
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City leaders identified climate change and public health as the most 
pressing challenges their cities will face.

Many citizens, on the other hand, feel that city leaders should priori-
tize income equality, social inclusion, inadequate infrastructure, and 
weak economic conditions prevalent in cities.

Most citizens want city leaders to do more to shore up public trust, 
especially by improving community engagement, public safety, and 
inclusion in the city’s decision-making process.

City leaders want to rapidly digitize government services and improve 
digital access.

Climate change resilience is a key goal for cities—including develop-
ing sustainable modes of transportation and using data and technol-
ogy to improve monitoring and predictive capabilities.

City leaders are also building talent resilience to plug skills gaps and 
driving partnerships in the broader talent ecosystem.

Key takeaways

1. 4.
2. 5.

6.3.
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City leaders identified 
climate change and 
public health as 
the most pressing 
challenges their 
cities will face

Ninety-four percent of city 
leaders surveyed indicate 
climate change and pollu-
tion as the biggest challenge 
they will face over the next 
five years.

Public health, including 
mental health and addic-
tion, challenges can severely 
burden social care services 
in cities.

Which of the following are the biggest challenges your city will face over the next five years?

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights.com

Climate 
change and 
polution

Public health, 
including 
mental health 
and addiction

A�ordable 
housing and 
homelessness

Tra�c 
congestion

Funding 
shortages/
budget deficits

94%

61%

49%
45%

35%

Top 5 responses All other responses

Data security and privacy

34%

28%

27%

26%

25%

25%

24%

19%

15%

6%

1%

Inadequate public transportation

Shi�s in urban population and demographics

Low trust in government

Other

A�racting and retaining businesses

Weak economic and employment conditions

Inadequate infrastructure

Income inequality and social inclusion

High crime and low public safety

Education and talent/skills gaps
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Beyond public health 
and climate change, 
city leaders globally 
continue to grapple 
with persisting 
challenges such as 
housing insecurity 
and congestion

City leaders in develop-
ing economies continue to 
struggle with traffic conges-
tion and public safety, while 
cities in developed econo-
mies face housing insecu-
rity and affordable housing 
challenges.

Cities in developing economies continue to struggle with tra�c congestion and public safety, 
while cities in developed economies face housing insecurity and a�ordable housing challenges

Note: The figure depicts the top three challenges in each region.

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

Africa Asia-Pacific Middle East/North Africa Latin AmericaNorth America Europe

100%

50%

Climate change 
and pollution

A�ordable 
housing and 
homelessness

Tra�c 
congestion

Funding 
shortages/
budget deficits

High crime 
and low 
public safety

Public health. 
including mental 
health and addiction

92%

53%

50%

71%

67%

80%

76%

53%

62%

69%

53%
56%

93%
95%

100%

93% 92%
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City leaders and 
citizens have differing 
views on some of the 
biggest challenges 
cities face; citizens 
consider the quality of 
life and social issues to 
be bigger challenges

• Both city leaders and citizens surveyed cited climate change and pollu-
tion as their biggest challenge.

• Where citizens and city leaders differ is that citizens included income 
inequality and social inclusion, inadequate infrastructure, and weak 
economic and employment conditions among their top 5 challenges.

Which of the following are the biggest challenges 
your city will face over the next five years?

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

Climate change 
and pollution

Public health, 
including mental 
health and addiction

A�ordable housing 
and homlessness

Tra�c congestion

Funding shortages/
budget deficits

Climate change 
and pollution

A�ordable housing 
and homlessness

Income inequality 
and social inclusion

Inadequate 
infrastructure

Weak economic and 
employment conditions

City leaders Citizens

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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All city leaders 
surveyed reported 
creating plans to 
bolster capacity for 
change to meet the 
evolving needs of 
citizens and businesses

• However, there is a long way to go to make these plans comprehensive 
and articulate a vision for the future.

• City leaders surveyed reported making the most progress in four areas 
to build the capacity for change.

How much progress has your city made in 
addressing the following elements of a 
future-ready city?

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

Building trust and transparency

Driving digital transformation 
and innovation

Building infrastructure that is 
fit for future purpose

A�racting and developing 
needed talent and skills

66%

54%

52%

50%
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City leaders are 
primarily focused 
on transparency 
and communication 
but should consider 
pivoting to other 
attributes to improve 
public trust

• Rebuilding trust is often important to help city governments to deliver 
on various missions such as service delivery, enforcing rules and 
compliance, and protecting citizens.

• However, residents may expect more from city leaders to shore up 
public trust. Less than half of the residents surveyed globally report 
cities’ performance as “good” and “very good” on the five trust 
attributes.

• As mentioned previously, income inequality and social inclusion is a 
major challenge, called out by nearly 43% of surveyed residents. City 
leaders may need to do more on improving community engagement 
and drive the fairness and empathy trust attribute.

Trust a�ributes cities are currently prioritizing 
vs. citizen perception of cities’ performance on 
the trust a�ributes

Note: Citizen perception denotes citizens rating cities’ performance on the 
trust a	ributes as “good” and “very good.”

Source: Deloi	e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi	e.com/insights

Transparency and 
communication

Privacy and security

Compliance

Competency and reliability

Fairness and empathy

96%

67%

58%

56%

51%

48%

43%

47%

47%

45%

City priority Citizen perception of performance

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/public-sector/building-trust-in-government.html
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There is a need to 
address gaps in 
the areas of social 
inclusion, engagement, 
and public safety to 
rebuild public trust

City leaders' focus areas for building public trust

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

Made significant progress in 
protecting data

Increase both digital and traditional 
methods to communicate with citizens

Ensure disadvantaged communities 
are involved and considered in 
decision-making

80%

71%

45%

61%

Present

Work with neighborhood groups and 
associations to keep citizens safe

Develop new roles, such as a chief 
citizen experience o�cer (CCXO) to 
nurture citizen engagement

In five years

62%

• City governments surveyed all over the world have made significant 
progress in taking measures for safeguarding data and data privacy, 
with 80% of cities surveyed globally reporting significant progress in 
that area.

• Cities are increasingly using “phygital” (physical+ digital) channels to 
communicate with citizens and build trust. 

• Phygital platforms can enable participation, but cities should ensure 
they are more inclusive.
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City leaders plan to 
accelerate digitization 
of services, along 
with improving 
and expanding 
digital access

City leaders surveyed 
recognize the importance 
of improving digital access, 
which includes the availabil-
ity and affordability of digi-
tal connectivity and digital 
devices.

Cities intend to work 
with ecosystem partners 
to address digital equity 
and access issues. More 
than 60% of city leaders 
surveyed say they want to 
ensure equitable distribu-
tion of 5G services in cities 
and urban areas.

City leaders' focus areas in improving digital infrastructure and innovation

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

Address a�ordability/digital equity issues

Provide access to firms’ networks and/or 
public infrastructure

Ensure equitable distribution of 5G infrastructure

71%

62%

60%

Areas where cities will leverage partnerships 
to improve digital infrastructure

Digitization of citizen services

Ensure access to a�ordable and reliable connectivity for all citizens

Build a digital infrastructure that will support 
the growth of e-business

74%

67%

60%

Blockchain platforms to support IoT systems and secure data access

59%

Provide free Wi-Fi and/or access to computers at 
libraries and other public buildings

59%

Which of the actions will your city prioritize over the next 
five years to improve digital infrastructure and networks?
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As city leaders bet 
big on artificial 
intelligence and 
automation, they 
are also backing it 
up with governance 
approaches that 
can help drive 
digital innovation

To effectively adopt 
advanced technologies, 
cities should address gaps 
in areas of digital talent and 
skills, cybersecurity, and 
procurement procedures.

To e�ectively adopt advanced technologies, cities should address the gaps in areas of digital talent 
and skills, cybersecurity, and procurement procedures

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

Top 3 digital innovation approaches globally

Automation Artificial 
intelligence

Electric 
vehicles

Data 
management 
and analytics

Mobile 
technology 
and apps

90% 89%
86% 84% 83%

Top 5 technologies cities are planning to use in next 5 years

Our city has a senior executive in charge of 
digital innovation

Our city has an innovation hub to promote 
the adoption of advanced technologies

Our city allocates funding for smart technologies 
when planning physical infrastructure projects

60%

56%

56%

45%

Our city has the skills and talent required to 
drive digital innovation

Our city considers cybersecurity early on when 
adopting a new technology or smart initiative

Our city has e�ective procurement processes 
and policies to support the adoption of new 
technologies

54%

41%

Top 3 areas to build resiliency in digital innovation
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Many cities plan 
to enhance data-
sharing within and 
outside traditional 
departmental 
boundaries

• Integrating data beyond traditional jurisdictional boundaries can 
enable city governments to provide life events–based services to their 
citizens.

• However, improving data-sharing within and outside government 
boundaries can be challenging. 

• City leaders can tackle this by focusing on driving stakeholder buy-in 
by showing the business value of sharing more data and being trans-
parent about data usage.

Approaches and benefits of data management 
and sharing

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

Achieve social, environmental, 
and economic goals

Drive e�ective, evidence-based 
decision-making

Ensure appropriate budget for 
data management

A data management system that 
integrates data across departments

Work with businesses and other 
entities outside of government to 
gather data
Regulatory environment that 
supports the ability to use, 
develop, and manage data

47%

47%

Data management and sharing help cities to …

Data management and data-sharing approaches

46%

45%

45%

44%

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/public-sector/citizen-centric-government.html
https://www.deloitte.com/global/en/our-thinking/insights/industry/government-public-services/government-trends/2023/boosting-data-sharing-across-government.html
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City leaders surveyed 
are focused on building 
environmental 
resilience to tackle 
growing challenges 
of pollution, flooding, 
and water scarcity

Although not a major chal-
lenge in many surveyed cities 
currently, rising tempera-
tures and the creation of 
urban heat islands are 
growing environmental 
challenges. More than half 
of North American and 
Latin American city leaders 
surveyed called it a priority 
area for their cities. 

Priority areas for cities globally to build environmental resilience

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights.com

DeforestationPollution 
reduction (e.g., 
air, noise, water)

Flooding Water 
scarcity

Urban heat 
island e�ect

Rising sea 
levels

Wildfires

87%

74% 73%

45% 43%
35%

25%
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To tackle pollution, 
cities are refocusing 
on public transit and 
other sustainable 
modes of transport

Cities may need to change 
the way they view urban 
infrastructure development 
to create green, sustainable 
walkways or bikeways.

Lack of uptick in public 
transit ridership after the 
pandemic is a key chal-
lenge for many cities glob-
ally. Ensuring riders come 
back to public transit will 
likely require transporta-
tion strategies that address 
riders’ changing needs (due 
to hybrid work, for exam-
ple), while ensuring public 
transit remains affordable 
and inclusive.

Cities push toward increasing the use of public and other sustainable modes of transport

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

City buses Electric/hybrid 
vehicles (for 
public transit)

Subway/
metro

E-scooters Bicycles/
e-bikes

Electric/hybrid 
vehicles (for 
private transit)

Walking

80%
89%

74%

60%

48%

72%

52%

Percentage of cities globally planning to increase 
the usage of public transit modes in the next 5 years

Percentage of cities globally planning to increase the usage 
of other sustainable modes of transport in the next 5 years

https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/insights/industry/public-sector/transportation-trends.html/#trend-three
https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/insights/industry/public-sector/transportation-trends.html/#trend-three


16

B
ui

ld
in

g 
th

e 
ca

pa
ci

ty
 f

or
 c

ha
ng

e 
in

 c
it

ie
s

Most cities across 
regions have made 
little progress in 
attracting and 
developing needed 
talent and skills

• Nearly 50% of cities surveyed globally report shortage of skills and 
expertise as barriers to achieving their future-ready goals. 

• North American (65%) and Asian (58%) cities report making good 
or very good progress in attracting and developing the needed talent 
and taking steps toward plugging the skills gap.

• African (24%) and MENA (28%) cities have made the least progress 
in plugging the talent gap.

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights
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a

Made “good ” and “very good” progress in a�racting and developing needed 
talent and skills

Shortage of needed skills and expertise

Middle Eastern/North African (MENA), African, 
and Latin American cities are struggling with 
talent and skills shortage

0
10
20
30
40
50
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61% 64% 67%

24%
28%

44%



17

B
ui

ld
in

g 
th

e 
ca

pa
ci

ty
 f

or
 c

ha
ng

e 
in

 c
it

ie
s

Cities are looking 
to match skills with 
demand and using data 
to match candidates 
with jobs to plug 
the talent gap

Almaty city has taken rapid strides in making itself an attractive destination for 
students and workers. The city has 38 universities with a student population of 
about 182,000, which is nearly 10% of the city population. The city has created a 
thriving local economy and focused on improving livability parameters, including 
smart infrastructure, digital services, and building a cosmopolitan atmosphere.

CASE STUDY: BUILDING A TALENT ECOSYSTEM IN ALMATY, 
KAZAKHSTANFuture plans of cities to improve their 

talent ecosystems

Source: Deloi�e-ThoughtLab Global City Survey, December 2022.

deloi�e.com/insights

Work on workforce development 
and job creation for under-skilled 
individuals
Align higher education programs 
with local industry needs

Build a talent pipeline for 
businesses/match skills with 
demands

64%

61%

58%

Cities will leverage partnerships to improve the talent ecosystem

Use data and algorithms to match 
candidates with available jobs

Develop the talent and skills that 
are important for businesses

64%

58%

Actions that cities will prioritize to develop talent in the next 5 years
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City leaders should deploy a mix of strategies to tackle the big challenges 
and build resiliency for future shocks. Building partnerships and work-
ing closely with different stakeholders will be key to achieving collective 
outcomes for the city:

• Lead with trust. The success of local actions, initiatives, and invest-
ments could depend on building broader public trust. City leaders 
often primarily focus on building transparency and protecting data; 
there should be a deeper focus on social inclusion and building trust 
in communities and local networks.

• Focus on building cross-border partnerships. As city leaders try to 
address multiple challenge areas, they should consider building part-
nerships with a broader ecosystem, including the private sector, tech-
nology firms, startups, academia, social enterprises, and community 
organizations, to drive a collective impact.

• Strengthen technology and data governance. As data and technology 
become ubiquitous, city leaders should focus on improving the gover-
nance of new emerging technologies, enable data-sharing, and ensure 
data privacy and security.

• Drive green transition. Green transition can be challenging, and city 
leaders should tap into the power of artificial intelligence and data 
analytics to drive decision-making. Moreover, retrofitting older build-
ings and structures with green technologies to improve energy efficiency 
could be critical.

• Build a future-ready talent ecosystem. Talent will be a key differentiator 
for cities, and developing a thriving local economy may need working 
closely with different stakeholders to help build a future-ready talent 
pipeline.

Recommendations and next steps
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Survey methodology
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Under
600k

Small
600k–1M

Medium
1M–5M

Large
5M–10M

Mega
Over 1M

80

51

25 21 18

45 40
32

68

12 8

200 total cities surveyed in 67 countries

2,000 total citizens surveyed across 20 di
erent regions

53%
   Advanced

16%
18–24

46%
25–40

25%
41–56

13%
57–75

50%
Man

49%
Woman

1%
Other

1%
Over 75

47%
Emerging    

Percentage of cities by 
level of development

Citizens by age Citizens by gender
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