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SUMMARY 
The project sought to characterize different typologies of municipal innovation and to 
provide examples of each type. It involved the creation of an infographic that offered a 
closer view of what innovation can look like in a municipal context: within this 
infographic, the processes and impacts of nine distinct examples of municipal 
innovations were outlined. Processes involved in municipal innovation included: 
collaboration; technology; civic engagement; and governance. The impacts of municipal 
innovations were categorized into: environmental improvements; economic benefits; 
enhanced community well-being; and improved service management and provision. 

In addition to the infographic, two case study reports were created to showcase and 
provide more detail descriptions of two additional examples of municipal innovations. 
The Hydrocut Trail System in Waterloo and Guelph’s Waste Management system were 
chosen, both of which were local examples of municipal innovations that involved 
multiple processes and have widespread impacts in their respective communities. 
These materials were presented at the Municipal Innovators Community (MiC) 
Conference 2017 in Guelph, Ontario.  
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PROJECT GOALS 

Background  
This project was brought to the Research Shop by the 2017 Municipal Innovators 
Community (MiC) Conference Steering Committee Co-Chair, Suzanne Holder. Suzanne 
is also the Advisor for Corporate Strategy and Reporting at the City of Guelph. The City 
partners with the Community Engaged Scholarship Institute and the University to run 
the Guelph Lab, a collaborative civic innovation lab that works on projects that reflect 
the interests and needs of both the City and the University. It was through this 
partnership that Suzanne reached out to the Research Shop to develop research and 
case studies for the MiC Conference. 

MiC conferences are held annually, and offer opportunities for municipal employees 
from across municipalities to connect and discuss innovation as it relates to their work. 
The 2017 MiC conference was held in Guelph, and the theme was “Collaborate, Create, 
Accelerate” (MiC, 2017). 

Innovation has been identified as a problematic term to define, as it has various 
definitions and types, and is often framed as an abstract concept that is difficult for 
many individuals to relate to. “Innovations” are also largely understood as radical 
changes (Kahn et al., 2003), with little acknowledgement paid to the incremental 
changes that occur throughout the process of developing the innovation. Additionally, 
there are many different kinds of innovations described in the literature, including 
products, processes or technical innovations (Baregheh, Rowley & Sambrook, 2009). 
This leads to confusion over the concept, and prevents those who are in a position to 
innovate from seeing themselves as innovators or to label their innovations as such.  

The MiC conference organizers and the Guelph Lab partnered with the Research Shop 
to prepare materials for the conference that would be used to enable attendees to see 
themselves as “innovators,” and encourage discussion among attendees surrounding 
their respective experiences with and perspectives on innovation. The community 
partners identified a need for conference attendees from diverse professional 
backgrounds to be able to identify different kinds of innovation in order to recognize 
their work as innovative.  
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This project involved an exploration into the definitions, processes, and impacts of 
“municipal innovation” to characterize what innovation looks like in municipalities across 
Canada. Within this goal were two main objectives: 

1. Characterize different typologies of municipal innovation, and provide examples 
of each typology identified. 

2. Describe two case studies of municipal innovation to illustrate the typologies 
discovered within the research. 

METHODS 
Two main methods were used to achieve the goals of this project: 1) an environmental 
scan; and 2) key informant interviews.  

Environmental Scan 

Search Strategy 

• Searches were conducted by the Research Shop interns and project manager. 

• Resources were provided by the community partner to use as starting points from 
which to identify examples. These resources included: Public Sector Digest; 
Municipal World Magazine; and a list of previous Municipal Innovation Awards 
project winners. 

• Additional searches were conducted in generic search engines using key terms 
such as: “municipal innovation examples;” and “innovation case studies.” 

• Each individual involved in the search strategy was responsible for identifying 5 
examples of municipal innovations that provided sufficient quality and quantity of 
information. 

https://publicsectordigest.com/
https://municipalworld.com/magazine
https://municipalworld.com/magazine
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Selection and Categorization of Examples 

• The selection and categorization process was developed based on several 
different resources provided by the Guelph Lab, including:  

o Online learning modules on “Social Innovations for Complex Problems” 
offered through the Waterloo Institute for Social Innovation and Resilience; 

o Peer-reviewed articles on defining innovation (Baregheh et al., 2009; 
Sergeeva, 2017); impact metrics for social innovation (Antadze & Westley, 
2012); as well as the types of outcomes governments can hope to achieve 
through innovation (Bourgon, 2011); and 

o Resources from the Social Innovation Generation (SiG) Knowledge Hub. 

• A list of questions was used to extract information on each of the examples 
retrieved through the scan: 

o What makes it innovative? 

o What was the intent of the innovation? 

o What was involved in the process of this innovation? 

o What were the outcomes of the innovation? 

o What was the scale of the innovation (e.g. micro, macro, meso)? and 

o What were the impacts of the innovation (e.g. incremental, 
transformative)? 

• A spreadsheet was created that listed the examples and corresponding 
information that pertained to each of the above questions. This spreadsheet was 
then shared at project meetings with the research team and community partner to 
discuss key themes and potential ideas for categorizing these examples.  

o Through these discussions, the team noticed four common processes of 
municipal innovation within the examples: collaboration; technology; civic 
engagement; and governance. As such, the examples were categorized 
based on these processes, as this was the easiest, most cohesive way to 
display the information within the infographic. 

https://uwaterloo.ca/waterloo-institute-for-social-innovation-and-resilience/education/learning-modules
http://sigknowledgehub.com/


 

 

8 

EXPLORING MUNICIPAL INNOVATION FOR THE 2017 MUNICIPAL 
INNOVATORS COMMUNITY CONFERENCE 

cesinstitute.ca 

Key Informant Interviews  

• These interviews helped to gather background information to profile two key, 
local examples of municipal innovation that did not fit neatly into the categories 
identified above. 

Identification of Case Studies 

• Case studies were selected by the community partner, who subsequently 
connected the research team with key informants. 

Interview Strategies 

• Following initial background research on the case studies, interviews were 
conducted with key informants to provide more in-depth information. These 
interviews were informal, and were completed over the phone and/or via email.   

• A similar list of questions was used to the one that was used in the environmental 
scan to gather information on the processes, outcomes, and impacts of the 
innovations. 

RESULTS 
This project helped to illustrate what innovation can look like within a municipal context. 
It was found that innovations can take many different forms in creating a new, evolving 
an old, or reproducing,  a service, program, product, process or policy.  

A multitude of municipalities and their respective innovations were found, and 9 
examples were summarized in an infographic. This infographic can be found in 
Appendix A of this report. 

Municipal Innovation Typologies Infographic 
Rather than creating an exhaustive list of the various forms of municipal innovation, an 
infographic was produced that summarized the potential impacts of, and different 
processes involved in, municipal innovations.  

For focusing on potential impacts of municipal innovation, four were identified. The 
impacts include: 
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• Environmental improvements, such as reduced carbon emissions; 

• Economic benefits, such as lower costs for municipalities; 

• Enhanced community well-being, such as increased availability of affordable 
housing and medical care; and 

• Improved service management and provision, such as increasing efficiency of 
services at lower cost. 

The examples of municipal innovation identified through this research were categorized 
based on the processes that were involved in the development of each innovation. Four 
main processeses were characterized and defined as:  

1. Collaboration processes: include partnerships between municipalities, 
organizations, institutions, and individuals that would allow for mutually-beneficial 
impacts; 

2. Technology processes: include the designing or improvement of technological 
products, processes and services that would benefit social, environmental, and/or 
economic functions within a municipality; 

3. Civic engagement processes: include creating an environment where citizens 
can be active participants in decision-making of programs and policies that 
directly affect themselves and their community; and 

4. Governance processes: include examples of strengthening efforts to coordinate 
goals, divide resources, and resolve social conflicts within a specific municipality. 

The nine examples of municipal innovation were categorized based on these four main 
processes. Within each example, three main questions were addressed:  

1. What is it?  

2. Where is the innovation? and 

3. What are the impacts?  

The examples and corresponding descriptions can be found within Appendix A of this 
report. 
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Case Study Reports  
Additionally, this project involved the creation of two case study reports. The first case 
study highlighted the municipal innovation of the Hydrocut Trail System in Waterloo, 
Ontario. This project was chosen as a case study to showcase how civic engagement 
and governance processes can be used within municipal innvoation.  

The Hydrocut innovation arranged a 25 year legal Stewardship Agreement in which the 
Waterloo Cycling Club manages and maintains the trail system, while the Region of 
Waterloo retains liabilities. It is considered an innovation as it allows citizens to become 
active decision-makers of a regional property, allows for a divisions of resources within 
the municipality itself, and resolved social conflict. The impacts of the Hydrocut 
innovation included improved service management and provision, enhanced community 
well-being, and economic benefits. This case study can be found in Appendix B of this 
report. 

The second case study highlighted the municipal innovation of the Waste Management 
in Guelph, Ontario. This project was chosen as a case study to showcase how 
processes of collaboration and technology can be used within municipal innovations. It 
was also used to demonstrate how innovations can seem commonplace once they have 
been implemented for a number of years, and demonstrate how Guelph was a leader in 
waste management innovation.   

The City of Guelph-Wellington created a ‘wet-dry’ recycling program that was 
reproduced from European models in which ‘dry’ recyclables can be collected with ‘wet’ 
compostable materials. This allowed for more landfill diversion and saved the 
municipality costs by selling compost and recyclables after processing. It is considered 
an innovation as it allows the City of Guelph to be an example for reproducing a service 
for other municipalities, and improves technological/environmental functions within the 
municipality. The impacts of the Waste Management innovation include improved 
service management and provision, economic benefits, and environmental benefits.  
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Secondary Products 
In addition to the infographic and case studies, a handout was created that offered an 
example of a municipal innovation that did not fit neatly into the categories identified for 
the infographic. Below this example, discussion questions were provided to 
demonstrate that municipal innovations are complex and often don’t fit into one neat 
category. These questions were also intended to engage attendees in further 
discussions to identify additional examples, and brainstorm alternative ways of 
categorizing municipal innovations. This handout can be found in Appendix C of this 
report. 

CONCLUSIONS 
This project was successful in completing the two goals it set out to accomplish. An 
infographic with 2-3 examples of each process involved in municipal innovation, and 2 
in-depth case studies were created and presented at the MiC. Copies of the infographic 
and the Hydrocut case study were printed and placed on tables at the conference, and 
a booth was set up where a large version of the infographic was displayed. 

Project Challenges: 

• Finding a clear, simple definition of ‘municipal innovation’. This was a new 
concept for the authors that required additional research in order to understand 
innovation within a municipal context 

• The “Waste Management” case study was not shared at the conference, and 
may be used by the community partner at a later date. 

Project Impact: 

• Conference attendees engaged in discussion of materials to better understand 
municipal innovations and how innovation can be applied to their municipality  

• Examples of different kinds of innovation helped to demonstrate that there are 
many ways for municipalities to be innovative   
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APPENDIX A: MUNICIPAL INNOVATION INFOGRAPHIC 
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APPENDIX B: THE HYDROCUT TRAIL SYSTEM CASE STUDY 
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APPENDIX C: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS HANDOUT 
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