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Abstract
Purpose – The article aims to clarify whether the Smart City concept can be universally adopted or whether it is 
reconfigured based on the conditions of a given reality, shaping a specific understanding of the Smart City.
Design/methodology/approach – Through bibliographic analysis and contextual studies of two distinct 
realities – Shanghai and S~ao Paulo – different political structures and market economies are identified, which 
highlight distinct institutional factors that, in turn, can lead to different understandings of Smart City.
Findings – The research findings warn against the adoption of absolute concepts of Smart City and allow for 
effective comparisons between different realities, considering the institutional conditions of each location, 
leading to different understandings of Smart City: e-autocracy for Shanghai and e-democracy for S~ao Paulo.
Research limitations/implications – Due to the proposal to compare such different realities, one of which is 
Chinese, there is a language barrier and a scarcity of Chinese studies published in English, which makes it 
difficult to fully understand the Chinese reality.
Practical implications – The article enables more coherent comparisons between different realities, avoiding 
the adoption of a universal parameter and considering the ambition of each locus to format a smart city.
Originality/value – This article shows that the understanding of smart city is distinct and influenced by the 
political structure and institutional factors in force in each reality, pointing out two concepts of a smart city: 
e-autocracy and e-democracy.
Keywords Smart city, Institutional factors, Market economies, Democracy, Autocracy
Paper type Research article

Introduction
The concept of Smart City arises from the conscious effort to use and monitor information and 
communication technologies to promote sustainable development, covering economic, social, 
environmental and digital factors and significantly transform the lives and work of people in 
urban territories, improving the quality of life for the citizens who inhabit them (Porter & 
Heppelmann, 2014; Pereira, Rebehy, Souza, & Capucelli, 2024).

A city will be considered intelligent (beyond its mere efficiency in infrastructure and urban 
solutions or in the synergy and protection of environmental resources) if it integrates sustainable 
and interconnected solutions into the dynamics of its public management, with public policies 
acting as the synergistic driver of such management (Dameri, 2013; Sheng et al., 2022).

In this research, the first aim was to define an operational concept of Smart City as the 
foundation for the study that enables studies of different social constructions: a geographically
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delimited urban space, managed by a local government, whose management responsibilities 
include monitoring and integrating resources, people, the environment, economic production, 
service provision and financing to catalyze economic development and improve quality of life 
(Dameri, 2013; Bliacheriene, 2018; Washburn et al., 2009; Giffinger et al., 2007; Cocchia, 
2014; Sheng et al., 2022; Pereira et al., 2024).

Different social constructions can be identified by the institutional factors in force at each 
locus. Institutional factors are defined as “the humanly devised constraints that shape human 
interactions” (North, 1990). Institutionalization is seen as a social process in which individuals 
accept social reality, regardless of their own views (Wright & McMahan, 1992), and 
organizations, created and managed by individuals, face pressures to acquire and maintain 
legitimacy in relation to their environment (Brookes, Croucher, Fenton-O�Creevy, & 
Gooderham, 2011).

In this sense, the general research question is: Given the presence of distinct institutional 
factors in each context, does the concept of Smart City undergo customization?

For that, two cities with different social constructions were chosen: Shanghai and S~ao 
Paulo. The choice of Shanghai is justified by the selection of a city with a strong technological 
bias – a pertinent example of the understanding of Smart City – with an emphasis on the 
application of technology for the purpose of greater efficiency in the provision of public 
services. S~ao Paulo, on the other hand, would be the opposite example, presenting a Smart City 
intention in which technology is applied for the purpose of boosting the quality of life of 
citizens. The intention of the study is to highlight the possibility of conducting comparative 
studies between such different realities, as long as more universal criteria and indicators are 
adopted and the most relevant values for each society are respected, translated into the 
institutional format that each one adopted.

A more systemic and comprehensive operational definition of Smart City was necessary to 
allow the reception to allow the understanding of a smart city without cultural biases from the 
West or East. In this sense, the field of study has more rarefied productions, several recent 
approaches to Smart City start from the Western bias in which it is established that greater 
social participation of citizens constitutes an evolutionary stage of a Smart City.

There was a concern to maintain the balance of the research as much as possible, even 
though the researchers are from the West, seeking a balance of Western and Eastern sources – 
the latter with all the challenges of access (language, original publications), seeking support 
from translators, international publications by Chinese authors and still paying attention to the 
risk of biases in interpretation, given the channel and publication of the article.

The analytical structure and methodology
With this question in focus, the objective of this research article is to comparatively analyze 
Shanghai and S~ao Paulo and: (1) identify the prevailing institutional factors in each reality, (2) 
compare the two market economies and (3) analyze whether the institutional factors and 
market economies shape distinct Smart City models.

Shanghai and S~ao Paulo were chosen because both are considered the economic capital of 
their respective countries (Shanghai with more than 24 million inhabitants, distributed in 
6,340 km 2 (China Daily, 2021) and S~ao Paulo with more than 12.3 million inhabitants, 
distributed in 1,521,110 km 2 (IBGE – Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estat�ıstica, 2020) and 
at the same time hold realities quite different from each other, each with a distinct 
configuration of traditional liberal capitalism, yet still influenced by it: Shanghai, with a 
coordinated socialism economy (in a socialist country with an open market to the global 
economy), and S~ao Paulo, representing a hierarchical capitalism economy.

Based on the characteristics of a Smart City, the study collected the prevailing institutional 
factors in Shanghai and S~ao Paulo, particularly the varieties of market economy. From the 
convergence of these themes, the possibility emerged to analyze whether there is a single 
Smart City model to be pursued in such distinct realities.
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The research was configured as case studies of Shanghai and S~ao Paulo through 
bibliographic surveys:

(1) Direct observation: Shanghai (researchers stayed for three months, visiting public 
agencies and universities conducting research on the topic, interacting with local and 
international researchers) and S~ao Paulo, (where the researchers lived; observation 
was conducted as an exercise in citizenship);

(2) Interviews: preparation of a semi-structured interview script, obtaining five 
interviews in Shanghai (with managers and public servants from Shanghai, as well 
as professors and researchers from Chinese Universities, without permission to record 
or name the interviewees) and ten interviews in S~ao Paulo (with managers and public 
servants from S~ao Paulo) (Appendix 1); and

(3) Regulatory documents: obtaining municipal regulations from Shanghai via the 
website of Shanghai, downloading published regulations and translating them from 
Mandarin to Portuguese, with the support of an electronic translation tool, and 
obtaining municipal and federal regulations from S~ao Paulo and Brazil from the 
respective websites of the public agencies (Appendix 2).

The concept of smart city and its multiple dimensions
The concept of Smart City is relatively recent but has already undergone transformations and is 
still evolving. Initially, it was defined as an urban space with intensive use of context-sensitive 
communication and information technologies, urban management and social action driven by 
data (Albino, Berardi, & Dangelico, 2015). In the pursuit of its implementation, the 
multidisciplinary nature of the theme became evident, expanding the concept to a system of 
people interacting and using energy, materials, services and financing to catalyze economic 
development and improve quality of life. In this expanded concept, with a focus on applied 
social sciences (Dameri, 2013), there is a concern with the efficiency of public management, 
which impacts the ability of urban spaces to configure themselves as intelligent, through the 
efficient provision of public services (Washburn et al., 2009), development (Giffinger et al., 
2007) and social well-being (Cocchia, 2014; Bliacheriene, 2018).

To better understand the concept, its evolution is presented here.
Studies on Smart City can be subdivided into themes that have gradually complemented each 

other in an evolutionary and inclusive movement of various aspects that would define a Smart 
City, while also contributing to the complexity of the concept. Dameri (2013), Allam and 
Newman (2018) and Bliacheriene (2018) highlight this evolution through temporal analysis of 
scientific publications in recent years. The waves of studies are Infrastructure, Sustainability, 
Urban Planning, Public Management and Human Rights. Beyond the temporal aspect, other 
possibilities for classifying studies include theme (highlighting the focus according to the 
interests of stakeholders – government, businesses and population), research location and 
methodology adopted (Allam & Newman, 2018; Dameri, 2013; Pereira et al., 2024).

In the fourth expansion of the topic, social science studies were incorporated, bringing 
attention to the efficiency of public management – its planning tools, management and the 
formulation of public policies (the creation of institutional factors) to facilitate the 
configuration of urban spaces as intelligent. Finally, more recently, particularly in Western 
studies, a fifth expansion has been observed (EAESP-FGV, 2016; Pereira et al., 2024), 
focusing on human rights and the use of social participation to enhance democratic 
engagement among the citizens of municipalities.

Another way to analyze the development of Smart City studies is through a bottom-up 
approach. Dameri (2013) highlights that initially there was (1) technical, instrumental view of 
technology, followed by a focus on (2) the actors involved in the provision and use of such
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technologies. Gradually, a broader, systemic and strategic vision of the subject was adopted, 
discussing (3) processes and initiatives, then (4) objectives, (5) vision, policies and 
regulations. In the current stage, this broader vision has reached (6) governance – understood 
as the exercise of directing the economy and society toward collective objectives through the 
establishment of goals, the coordination of goals, implementation and evaluation and reactions 
(Peters, 2013).

The overlap between these two evolutionary analyses of the subject reveals a 
complementarity, as well as a gradual increase in the complexity of the concept. This 
increasing complexity explains the dissonances and ambiguities in the various attempts to 
conceptualize Smart City. Whether through the specific and instrumental understanding that a 
Smart City is characterized by the efficient use of technological resources in favor of 
management and urban coexistence (Sheng et al., 2022), or through the systemic and Western 
understanding that a Smart City involves using technology to enable the synergistic gathering 
of people and resources, and the intensification of more participatory, democratic, inclusive 
and just urban management (Bliacheriene, 2018).

The studies demonstrate that classifying a city as a Smart City can take into account different 
indicators or dimensions of analysis (Chunliang & Shulin, 2017; Albino et al., 2015; Dameri, 
2013; EAESP-FGV, 2016; IESE – Business School, 2016; Sheng et al., 2022; Pereira et al., 2024).

A notable work that catalogs indicators is the “Smart Cities: Ranking of European medium-
sized cities” (Giffinger et al., 2007). In an extensive study of 70 European cities, this research 
consolidates six characteristics as the key topics necessary for a city to be intelligent: economy, 
mobility, governance, environment, housing and people and divided in 74 indicators were 
defined and used to operationalize and aggregate each macro-topic.

The grouping method adopted by Giffinger et al. (2007) reveals that while it combines various 
aspects usually examined in depth in Smart City studies under the macro indicator Smart Living, it 
also highlights other aspects commonly relegated to the background, such as citizen empowerment 
in city management, emphasized in the subtopics of Smart Governance and Smart People. These 
indicators reinforce the construction of the Smart City concept within democratic governance.

The evidence that there is n�t a universally adopted concept of Smart City is supported by the 
approach to subtopics like Smart Economy and Smart Governance, which point to 
configurations and conditions of market economies and the basic structuring of 
governmental models (socialism or capitalism); as well as Smart People, which emphasizes 
the qualification of human capital and its degree of autonomy and participation in labor 
relations (from a democratic perspective) or its utilization in the local economy and guarantee 
of quality of life, security and stability (from an autocratic perspective).

The performance of cities should be measured across all dimensions from a 
multidimensional and holistic perspective, given that today’s cities play a crucial role in the 
global economy as places of connectivity, networks driving creativity and innovation, and as 
spaces associated with social and economic aspects, progress, culture, diversity and the 
environment (Castells, 2005). The performance of a city must include dimensions inherent to 
its tangible and intangible resources (Rodrigues & Franco, 2018). A holistic measurement 
approach would allow for global comparison. On the other hand, disregarding contextual 
aspects that customize the understanding and ambition of the type of Smart City to be achieved 
may result in imbalanced and incompatible comparative studies on fundamental aspects.

In this study, the focus is on technology as a support and driving element in city 
management, going beyond the mere use of cutting-edge technology in urban spaces and 
public services to understand how and to what extent such improvements can (1) make the city 
safer, more controlled and more efficient in public services and (2) make the city more 
inclusive, dynamic and democratic, allowing for greater social inclusion and citizenship.
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The institutional approach and types of market economies
The theoretical lens adopted in this research is the institutional approach, which will allow us 
to evaluate how the existing configurations of a given context, with its institutions guiding 
human interactions, predispose more or less adherence to a Smart City, as well as to the 
intended Smart City model.

In the institutional approach, various structures, programs and practices are legitimized by 
the social construction of reality and must correspond to it (Kishtainy et al., 2013; Machado-
da-Silva & Gonçalves, 2007). Thus, institutional factors consist of norms adopted by the 
institution or institutional attributes of its context that interfere with management practices, 
modifying their characteristics, shaping their meanings and their ultimate objectives 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).

The institutional approach contributes to the study of Smart Cities by indicating that not all 
decisions are planned and that adopted practices, in many cases, may result from a social 
construction (Wright & McMahan, 1992).

Ramos (2010) reinforces the idea that there is no rationality in all decisions and that social 
constructions lead to distinct choices and configurations, but not necessarily comparing them 
as better or worse, rather as more suitable for a given reality. The author discusses N theory and 
P theory and highlights that there is no best practice or dichotomy between developed and 
underdeveloped countries. N theory advocates the dichotomy in the modernization of 
countries between paradigm societies, which hold the status of developed, and followers. P 
theory relativizes the traditional view of modernization, indicating that each country will have 
its specific possibilities within an institutional arrangement and that there is no Platonic 
archetype to be followed.

P theory allows us to understand that there will not be a unique political-economic-social 
scenario for configuring a Smart City. Instead, distinct configurations will be possible, which, 
by understanding and respecting their differences, pave different paths to achieving a city’s
intelligence. 

The institutional approach allows for the consideration of the temporal and spatial context 
of each environment. This is because, by adopting an evolutionary perspective, it regards 
relationships as social constructions, where there is both cooperation and conflicts of interest 
among groups. Understanding the formation of institutions and why they are not unique 
worldwide depends on analyzing the context and comprehending its socio-historical 
formation. Thus, it is possible to identify their characteristics and capture the consequences 
arising from this formatting (Williamson, 1987; Donaldson, 2007).

The identification of distinct contexts can be viewed through the lens of varieties of 
capitalism. Hall and Soskice (2003) identified two types of economies: liberal market 
economies (LMEs) and coordinated market economies (CMEs).

LMEs are characterized by organizations coordinating their activities through hierarchies 
and competitive market arrangements, market coordinating the behavior of actors, economic 
adjustments are quicker and employees have less job security and fewer labor rights. Examples 
of LMEs are United Kingdom, United States, Canada, New Zealand and Ireland.

In CMEs: organizations coordinate their activities through a network of organizations and 
institutions, organized in non-market relationships, economic adjustments take longer, 
unemployment rates are lower and there is greater job security and labor rights. Germany, 
Japan, Switzerland, Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland and Austria 
are examples of CMEs.

Schneider (2009) identifies a third type of capitalism, existing in Latin American countries: 
hierarchical market economies (HMEs). This type shares some characteristics with LMEs – 
such as the labor market – and features of CMEs, such as less market-driven corporate 
governance. However, it is not a simple hybrid of the other two. HMEs have their unique 
characteristics, including diversified business groups, multinational corporations, atomized 
labor relations and low qualification (Amorim, 2015; Davila & Elvira, 2012; Tanure, 2010). 
Although free markets and private property exist, a hierarchical arrangement predominates,
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particularly from the State and business elites. The hierarchy prevents a full adoption of either 
liberal or coordinated capitalism, leading to long-term complementarities that contribute to the 
stigmatization of the core characteristics of HMEs.

Below are the main characteristics of each reality studied: (see Table 1)
By highlighting the institutional factor of market economy impacting each reality, it 

became possible to more accurately identify the intentionality of each context in configuring as 
a Smart City and to demonstrate whether they pursue the same model.

The challenge of public management and its value standards
Public management can be understood as the function of administering resources, applying 
laws and formulating and implementing public policies for the sake of order, justice and the 
common good; in short, defending public interests (Dias & Matos, 2012). Although it is not an 
activity exclusive to the government, it ends up being its main active entity, given its role in 
directing and administering the state. Thus, this research understands public management as 
that conducted by the state (Union, States, Federal District and municipalities), with the aim of 
promoting the common good. This goal can be achieved in different ways, depending on the 
political model and existing institutional and cultural factors.

Starting from the understanding that the state should ensure stability, security, development 
and longevity of society, public management begins to aspire to maximum effectiveness and 
efficiency. To this end, it seeks to use precise tools that provide agility in responses and 
preventive mappings, approaching an understanding of Smart City as the application of 
technology for technical excellence and maximum control of management. From the 
perspective that the purpose of the state is happiness in life, the challenge of public 
management is understood as far beyond organizing life in society, ensuring that this life is 
free, independent, honest and virtuous (Arist�oteles, Traduç~ao de Vallandro, & Bornheim, 
1991). This holistic definition aligns with the understanding that a Smart City is truly 
intelligent only when it guarantees the full exercise of citizenship.

Table 1. Coordinated socialism (Shanghai) and hierarchical capitalism (Sao Paulo)

Coordinated socialism (Shanghai) Hierarchical capitalism (S~ao Paulo)

� Organizations coordinate their activities through a 
network of organizations and institutions, 
organized in non-market relationships

� Market equilibrium is achieved through strategic 
interactions between organizations and other
actors

� Non-market coordination modes delineate 
relationships and incomplete contracts

� Actors receive greater institutional support for 
their strategic interactions – specific or 
collaborative industrial training

� Unions are part of the political system, tied to state 
interests

� Economic adjustments take longer compared to 
liberal capitalism and unemployment rates are 
lower

� Education and training systems allow for specific 
investments of human capital in companies and 
sometimes in defined industries

� Organizations coordinate their activities through a 
strong hierarchy, preventing a full adoption of 
either the liberal or coordinated model

� Direct hierarchical control over companies, 
individually, along with market concentration

� Deficiencies in institutions to mediate labor 
relations and promote greater investments in 
training and skill development

� Unions are more politicized, with party 
connections, recognized by law and represent a 
small portion of workers due to the existence of a 
large informal market and low membership

� High turnover, with few employees having long-
term relationships within organizations

� Low levels of education, despite recent 
advancements and low public and private 
investment in training

Source(s): Adapted from Hall and Soskice (2003), Schneider (2009), Davila and Elvira (2012), and
Amorim (2015).
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Regarding governance in the public sector, authors such as Slomski, Mello, Filho and 
Macedo (2008) indicate that it is not just about increasing effectiveness and efficiency but also 
about upholding legality and legitimacy. They highlight that there are three different value 
standards and choosing one does not exclude the points brought by the others, but rather 
confers greater importance to the selected values, treating the others in a subsidiary manner 
(Figure 1). They are as follows:

Good Smart City governance will depend on the intensity of the standard in which the 
context is inserted: in an autocratic regime, value standard 1 will prevail. In a democratic 
regime, value standard 2 will be more pronounced, and the societal management model will 
find fertile ground for its development. Under the more intense focus of standard 2, Agune and 
Carlos (2016) identify six essential changes for Western governments in the twenty-first 
century that direct toward more inclusive, democratic and developmental aspects for the entire 
population: technological, organizational, legal, cultural, educational and methodological 
changes. A Smart City management that does not observe all these changes risks not achieving 
its full potential for intelligence.

It becomes evident that the configuration of the desired Smart City model is also 
conditioned by the value standards adopted in public governance (Slomski et al., 2008). 
Analyzing Shanghai and S~ao Paulo, it is possible to identify that the prioritization of values 
differs between the two cities. For Shanghai, the order of importance is pattern 1 > 3 > 2. For 
S~ao Paulo, it is Pattern 2 > 1 > 3.

As stated by Slomski et al. (2008), the groupings of standards indicate the priorities of 
public management, with possible intentions in more than one standard, although there is a 
gradation in importance. Thus, the configuration of the prioritization of values adopted in each 
locality requires careful analysis, avoiding a one-size-fits-all lens or universalism.

Policies for which type of government: two models of smart city
Robertson (1992) expands the concept of “glocalization,” indicating that the term can be used 
to understand the need for adopting distinct models contextualized to each reality. Local 
cultures, along with existing institutional factors, adopt and redefine any global cultural 
product to meet their specific needs, beliefs and customs, thereby appropriating a new trend 
and inserting themselves into international agendas without violating their foundational 
precepts (Thorpe et al., 2015).

Applying the idea of “glocalization” to the topic under analysis, it is necessary to recognize 
that the ambitions of becoming a Smart City differ in Shanghai and S~ao Paulo. Although the 
basis is the same, that is, minimally achieving e-government (digital government), the values 
of public governance and the purposes are distinct, resulting in different models.

The first identified Smart City model focuses on the application of technology. In this 
model, public services become effective and efficient, enabling the manipulation, control and 
efficient integration of data, optimizing resource allocation and producing performance 
indicators for public services that feed back into service improvement. Identified as 
e-autocracy, it makes intensive use of technology in public management. Indicators of speed

Pattern 1

• Effectiveness
• Efficiency
• Parsimony
• Performance
• Government as 

support and
proponent

Pattern 2

• Honesty
• Social Justice
• Equity
• Legitimacy
• Purpose of duty

Pattern 3

• Robustness
• Elasticity
• Reliability and

safety
• Adaptability

Figure 1. Value standards in public governance. Source: Slomski et al. (2008)
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and quality of public services are emphasized in this model. The term e-autocracy is used to 
indicate the use of data analysis, information control and technological resources to manage 
data and formulate public policies aimed at reinforcing state hegemony and ensuring security 
and social stability in autocratic regimes (Quin, Str€omberg, & Wu, 2018).

The second identified model is e-democracy, which also utilizes technology and aims to 
make the provision of public services more efficient, strongly prioritizing better living 
conditions, higher levels of citizen satisfaction and greater civil society involvement in 
administration. In this model, technology is seen as a means or resource to achieve the goal of 
greater citizenship exercise (Figure 2).

In the case of the Chinese model (e-autocracy), the discussion revolves around the 
autocratic regime and how it seeks a Smart City model. Karimov (2018) explored the viability 
of adopting meritocratic practices in non-democratic governmental models. To this end, he 
studied the 2016 reform in Azerbaijan and compared related realities, including China. He 
concluded that the approach toward a digital government went through a top-down vertical 
control in the communist party system. Decentralization occurred for local governments in 
terms of administrative and economic independence, but there was no political freedom, 
requiring political loyalty to the single party. The premise was to reduce management 
inefficiency, combat corruption and promote economic liberalization while maintaining state 
control, that is, the autocratic political model.

Regarding the different value standards that a government can adhere to (Slomski et al., 
2008), it is noted that the e-autocracy model adopts the values of standard 1 (effectiveness, 
efficiency, frugality and performance) and positions itself as supportive and propositional. In 
contrast, the e-democracy model is guided by standard 2, whose values are social justice, 
equity, legitimacy and a sense of duty. Under this model, Nascimento (2019) points out that a 
Smart City (from a democratic perspective) would present four main focuses:

(1) Sustainability: Uses digital technology to reduce costs and optimize resource 
consumption, ensuring that current management does not compromise usage for 
future generations.

(2) Wealth Generation: Provides adequate infrastructure for generating high-skilled jobs, 
innovation, competitiveness and business growth.

(3) Inclusivity and Transparency: Maintains direct communication channels with 
citizens, operates with open data and allows monitoring its finances.

• Technology for effective provision 
of public services

• Data Control and Handling 
Effectiveness

• Efficient use of resources
• Agility and quality of services
• Collective good overlapping some 

individual rights (eg privacy)

Polyarchies
Closed

hegemonies

• Technology to provide greater quality 
of life to citizens

• Social participation in decisions
• Openness to challenges
• Welcoming diversity
• Protection of privacy and greater 

guarantees of Human Rights

e-government e-democracy

Figure 2. Smart city models: control vs citizen participation. Source: Developed by the author based on Quin 
et al. (2018); Bouzguenda, Alalouch, and Fava (2019), Dahl (2001), Dameri (2013)
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(4) Citizenship: Uses digital technology to improve people’s quality of life and provide 
quick access to more efficient public services.

Pitteri, Saes, and Bresciani (2015) also contribute to the shaping of e-democracy by highlighting 
the territorial competencies necessary for the development of the regional economy, closely 
aligned with the notion of social participation: (1) commitment among citizens to work beyond 
organizational boundaries; (2) the ability to deal with unforeseen events and uncertainties, as 
well as ensuring routine self-regulation capacity; (3) collective awareness of resource 
preservation; and (4) clarity and transparency in negotiations.

Flathman (1981) and T. J. Lowi (cited in Cooper & Gulick, 1984) provided two dimensions 
of citizenship that confer greater specificity in its definition and can be viewed as extreme 
polarities. The first relates to the distribution of authority. In the definition of high distribution 
of citizenship, citizens would be seen as peers of public managers, holding equal shares in the 
exercise of authority. In contrast, in the low distribution of citizenship, there would be 
situations where a hierarchical distribution of authority prevails, with only a limited share of 
authority being allocated to the individual citizen. High distribution of citizenship is associated 
with the ideas of Arist�oteles and Rousseau. Low distribution of citizenship, in turn, is linked to 
the ideas of Hobbes, as well as the democratic elite of the twentieth century.

The second definition, according to Lowi (cited in Cooper & Gulick, 1984), deals with the 
idea that the role of citizenship is defined by law on one hand, or by less formal influences such 
as values, norms, traditions, culture and religion on the other. Legal citizenship or ethical
citizenship. 

By crossing the two definitions (Cooper & Gulick, 1984), it can be concluded that 
citizenship should have the characteristic of high distribution of power to citizens, in addition 
to combining the legal guarantee of such status with the ethical and cultural interest of each 
individual in experiencing citizenship, aligning with the ideal of e-democracy.

Under the e-democracy perspective, social participation is a primary factor and can be 
understood on an evolutionary scale that highlights the maturity stage of each public 
administration. The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2, 2014) presents a 
parameter for public participation and involvement in five stages: inform, consult, involve, 
collaborate and empower.

According to Benelli (2019), in the first stage, “inform,” the government transmits 
information to society. In the second, society participates by providing inputs when consulted. In 
the third stage, the government involves society in the issues, accounting for how public inputs 
were considered. The fourth stage comprises interactive dialogue with citizens, allowing society 
to collaborate in building the agenda. Finally, the last stage involves empowering society: the 
government delegates decision-making power to civil society groups.

When applying the IAP2 scale (2014) to the two studied cities, it is expected that, due to the 
e-autocracy model adopted by Shanghai, it positions itself at the first stage, of informing the 
population, and the IAP2 scale itself would not represent the evolution of the Chinese city in its 
ambitions. S~ao Paulo, on the other hand, aiming to implement an e-democracy, may indeed 
link its development to such a scale, with municipal managers aspiring to stage 5, “empower.” 
Based on the collected reports and analyses, it can be observed that S~ao Paulo is positioned 
between “consult” and “involve,” having isolated examples of referendums (a situation 
suitable for “consult”) and still smaller examples of plebiscites (a situation for “involve”). The 
most common occurrence is public hearings (the most frequent use for “inform”).

The reflection above, using a Western metric to analyze the distinct realities, highlights the 
risk of adopting a single scale or the fallacious premise that they pursue the same model. The 
same risk can arise in the inverse situation: one cannot, for example, use an exclusive lens 
focused on achieving a digital government and the use of cutting-edge technology in data 
handling, risking bias in the analysis and conclusion toward a values position that prioritizes the 
effectiveness of public service delivery absolutely, even if this reduces democratic conditions. 
From this perspective, Shanghai would achieve a better developmental position than S~ao Paulo.
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Final considerations
The utility of a model lies not in fully explicating reality but in allowing for consistent analysis. 
According to Dye (2010), a good model should align with reality, simplify it, identify what is 
relevant, guide research, propose explanations and communicate something meaningful. This 
research draws on the theoretical model of institutionalism and adds the analysis of the 
prevailing political model (autocratic or democratic), which prioritizes one or another standard 
of values (Slomski et al., 2008), resulting in distinct pursuits of Smart City formats: 
e-autocracy or e-democracy.

The identification of the distinct characteristics (institutional factors) of coordinated 
socialism and hierarchical capitalism, combined with the prioritization of public governance 
value patterns in both locations, highlighted the two Smart City models.

Thus, the study showed that the concept of Smart City Model should consider different 
perspectives based on the type of government/economy. So, when classifying a smart city to 
apply for example political, economic policies, a “one-size-fits-all” approach may not be the 
best policy. Many other factors still have to be considered, before classifying Smart Cities.

The e-autocracy intends to apply technology for effectiveness, stability, agility and security 
in public management, thereby pursuing a more incisive and almost definitive use of 
technological resources. The prioritization of collective goods over individual ones is also 
emphasized. In contrast, the e-democracy adopts technological application as a means to 
promote greater exercise of citizenship through increased social participation in public 
management decisions. There are protections for privacy and intimacy and greater acceptance
of diversity.

The comparison conducted in this study did not aim to ultimately rank the two cities, nor to
present evaluations regarding which Smart City model would be ideal. Far from adopting a
single scale, the study sought to understand the two distinct realities of Shanghai and S~ao Paulo
and to indicate that global and comparative studies are possible but must guard against certain
premises to enable effective and trustworthy comparisons, free from biases or partialities.

Supplementary material
The supplementary material for this article can be found online.
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