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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

 

 

Cities in a Changing World: Questions of 

Culture, Climate and Design Online 
 

 

This proceedings publication is the outcome of the conference, Cities in a Changing World: Questions 

of Culture, Climate and Design Online, held in June 2021. It was coordinated the research group 

AMPS and City Tech, CUNY in New York. 

 

 

A conference organised prior to an international pandemic found a prescience in setting a theme 

focused on cities and change. The widely observed urbanisation of the human population, despite the 

exposure of cities to climate impacts, places the city at the core of the human condition in our time, 

requiring analysis and investigation to identify and address significant social, economic, and 

environmental challenges that are compounding due to the intense pressures of the expansion and 

increasing displacement/migration of urban populations. The COVID-19 pandemic raised the stakes, 

provoking fundamental reconsideration of cities and the benefits but also dangers of density.  

 

The theme of the conference, Cities in a Changing World, allowed scholars from over 30 countries to 

explore the nature of cities and countryside from the profound perspective of global disruption and 

abrupt change in patterns of daily life. In many cases, these scholars found the “new” normal 

exasperating ongoing challenges of climate degradation, social fragmentation and injustice, inequity 

and hardship. Others observed and documented creative adaptations that provide hope for critical 

analysis and constructive change for increased social equity and awareness/engagement with the 

environment supporting sustainable initiatives. Questions of the relationship of culture, climate, and 

design prompted scholarly investigation of place, heritage, climatic and geographic adaptation in the 

emerging scholarship of place-based sustainability.  

 

This conference and the papers collected in these proceedings provide a rich exploration of cities in 

cultural, climatic, and geographic contexts. Theory, history, and design, separately or in combination, 

provide the basis for the presentation of diverse ideas that moves the scholarship of Cities in a 

Changing World forward. 

 

 

Jason Montgomery 

City Tech 
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INTRODUCTION 

The evolution of people, their economies, and the physical space in which they live are formulated 

and are in constant change through the dynamic interactions between actors in the community1. 

Hence, understanding community networks and their reflection on economy and space becomes 

crucial for urban development, especially within the context of climate emergency. Social systems 

manifest uniquely within each context as culture, lifestyle and various other variables come into play. 

The type of economy and how people relate to it is also a significant variable to interpret a given 

context with its potentials and challenges. Within this context, environmental and economic 

sustainability and risk are critical where social structures display signs of vulnerability which at the 

same time offer solutions towards resilience. 

For industry-based cities such as Damietta – Egypt, in which a certain industry or craft is imbedded in 

the culture and livelihoods of the community, most economic activities are directly or indirectly 

related to this industry (furniture making in this case) and passed down from one generation to the 

next. In such a dynamic, the small scale of the economic interactions forms an economic cluster2 that 

functions and evolves within its context according to the possibilities and challenges. In this research, 

the context of MSMEs (medium, small and micro enterprise) is investigated within the centre of 

Damietta city, towards understanding the effect and magnitude of the social capital networks on the 

dynamics of the industry in this city, and how social capital has contributed to Damietta being a 

regional hub for furniture making in the middle east. This paper is part of this research project, where 

the paper focuses on the mapping of social capital networks in the city according to a field survey of 

347 furniture enterprises in Damietta city and a total network of 996 actors in the network 

(respondents and contacts).  

 

APPROACH 

This paper attempts to draw connections between the following factors as reflected on Damietta’s 

Furniture industry in Egypt: social capital components, community structure and spatial proximity. 

This is through analysing the survey results and visually conveying the social capital network for the 

whole network and selected clusters. The main hypothesis is that social capital with the compact 

spatial distribution of Damietta is highly prevalent in the industry and directly correlated with the 
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spatial distribution of small-scale grassroot economies in Damietta. Enterprises with higher 

connectedness in terms of trust, network and norms3 are expected to be spatially proximal to one 

another and to exhibit higher ‘control4 in the market. In relation to community structure, its definition 

–open or closed– 5 is also a reflection of the nature of the dimensions of social capital. 

This paper builds on the works of Putnam 6 , Coleman7 ,  Lin8 , Bourdieu9 , Hunt10  and Burt11  to 

investigate the theoretical underpinnings that relate to social capital in literature. The work of 

Ruddick12 has guided the theoretical base for understanding grassroot economies and social capital as 

alternative currency, in addition to Porter’s Competitive Advantage Theories, which describes the 

situation in Damietta as an economic cluster. 

 

SOCIAL CAPITAL: WHAT, WHO AND WHY 

The concept of social capital can simply be explained as “investment in social relations with expected 

returns”13, which is highlighted in various ways in the works of Putnam, Coleman, Lin and Hunt (as 

above). This implies that engaging in networking interactions produce profits. In other words, social 

capital is “resources embedded in relationships among actors”14. Social capital has evolved as a 

concept through the works of different theorists. Although Bourdieu’s15 work includes discussion of 

cultural capital theory, he also provides a structural view explaining and aggregating social capital, 

one which focuses on the size and volume of the capital possessed by members, and how the 

interactions of any given members enforce the mutual recognition of those members in the network16. 

Coleman17 stresses on trust, norms, sanctions, authority and closure as forms of collective social 

capital, while also emphasising the individual’s use of socio-structural resources in gaining better 

results18.  

Debated issues around social capital include relating the aggregation of collective values of economic, 

political, cultural or social connections/relations, with other collective terms such as trust and norms. 

Literature includes a display of substitutable terms or measurements that all convey solidarity and 

social integration with no specificity of each term’s place in theory. Lin19 argues that social capital 

must be distinguished from collective assets such as culture, norms and trust. It is a relational measure 

with which other collective assets (such as trust) causally correlate without being defined by one 

another. According to Coleman20, A fundamental social network consists of two types of elements: 1) 

The Actors, and 2) The things over which they have control and in which they have interest. The latter 

can be classified into resources or events according to their characteristics. The relations between 

actors and resources/events can either be control or interest as earlier mentioned. These relations can 

be broken down into the dimensions of social capital: trust, networks and norms. 

 

Social Capital Dimensions 

Social capital has been studied as a domain and its dimensions have evolved through various 

researchers’ additions over time to include more dimensions and concepts. Building on the works of 

Putnam, Coleman, Lin, and Hunt, a comprehensive assortment of social capital factors of 

measurements have been identified, namely; Social Cohesion, Networks and Norms as the main 

divisions. Social cohesion includes measures of social solidarity, trust and reciprocity. Networks 

includes Embedded Resources and Network Locations. Lastly, Norms comprise belief in activities 

collegiality and agreeing with collective rules. The following diagram illustrates the measurements 

adopted in the study for evaluating the volume of social capital. 

Among the three Social Capital dimensions, networks are the most measurable and tangibly 

quantitation elements. According to Burt21, focusing on network mechanisms that affect social capital 

offers a more transdisciplinary perspective across theory with empirical evidence rather than loosely 
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tied metaphors and indicators used in a number of social capital research. The empirical work of 

Burt22 and Coleman23 investigating Structural Holes Theory versus network closure as social capital 

provides a tangible quantitative base for measuring social capital. Burt argues that the two network 

mechanisms work differently and can bring various additions to the magnitude of social capital if 

utilised collectively within a “more general model of social capital”24. 

 

Social Capital and Geographic Imaginaries 

The reflections of space and context on narratives of social capital conceptualisations has been widely 

debated in literature. According to Naughton25, simplistic geographic imaginaries tend to fit within the 

dominant views on social capital, producing geographically reduced narratives that deprived of 

specificity and context26. A notable attempt is that of Naughton27 to connect social capital concepts 

with geography and address economic latency on a theoretical level, trying to understand how specific 

communities resolve their problems by utilising resources of their social networks. This emphasises 

the spatial dimension of social capital, without which the narrative becomes simplistic and 

disconnected from real context. 

This research adopts Naughton’s argument on the significance of context-specific and context-explicit 

narratives of social capital, which defies the rhetoric of “social capital as a panacea that can be built 

from ‘nothing’ in any prevailing circumstances and for any desired benefit” 28 . Reflecting on 

Damietta’s furniture industry, the patterns of daily life have generated a specific form of social capital 

networks over time, which is unique to this set of geographic and urban imaginaries for the 

community of Damietta. 

 

CASE STUDY: DAMIETTA’S FURNITURE INDUSTRY 

The Egyptian furniture industry is a well and long-established domain that is linked to geographical 

advantage with notable access to major markets, reasonably low costs, and highly experienced labour 

regarding woodworking skills. The wooden furniture industry in Egypt dates back centuries with 

mostly distinct styles that incorporate Islamic, British and French elements into the design, as well as 

part of the sector also producing rather international style designs. Exports in the furniture sector 

started in the 1960s and 1970s pursuing the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. By the 1980s, the 

export market shifted in Egypt towards Arab countries to respond to the increasing demand for 

furniture resulting from booming urban growth in the region29. 

The dominance of micro and small-sized enterprises in the furniture industry landscape in Damietta 

and in Egypt generally is undoubted even with discrepant figures from different data sources30. The 

following table 1 shows not only the dominance of micro and small enterprises, but the notable rise of 

their numbers between the years 2006 and 2013. Hence, micro, small and medium sized enterprises 

(MSMEs) in the furniture industry represent 99% of total number of enterprises, with about 95 

percent being micro businesses (less than 5 employees). Although this data dating back to 2013 

can hardly be used to reflect the numbers today, the ratios they reflect feature undeniable 

patterns that seem to persist according to observations, interviews and survey results. 

The pattern of the industry is also apparent in the spatial distribution of mixed-use buildings 

within the city centre as in the following land use map (figure 1). The mixed use highlights 

the live-work pattern in Damietta, where landowners have their workshops on the ground 

floor with their residents on the top floor. This also coincides with the entrepreneurial nature 

backed up by the extremely high percentage of privately owned workshops and buildings in 

the city (map in figure 2). 
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Year Total 

number of 

employed 

persons 

Total 

number of 

enterprises 

Number of enterprises according to employee 

Less than 5 

employees 

5-9 

employee

s 

10-24 

employee

s 

24-49 

employee

s 

50+ 

employee

s 

2006 255,065 89,209 8,729 7,069 285 70 56 

2013 270,222 104,250 98,728 5,006 369 56 91 

Table 1. Distribution of Enterprises in furniture industry as MSMEs categories31 

 

 
Figure 1. Land Use Map of Damietta32 (developed by researcher) 

 

 
Figure 2. Map of land plot areas in Damietta33 (developed by researcher) 

 

Climate Emergency in Damietta 

The current political landscape in Egypt is enforcing a national economic direction of creating new 

mega projects in different areas. Examples are the new Administrative Capital east of Cairo, as well 

as new cities such as New Alameen and New Damietta (which are independent cities adjacent to the 

old city fabric but disconnected from it). This direction can be challenged as the “old” urban and 

economic infrastructure of the nation is put out of focus for the sake of new projects, leading to 

questionable rational of the development agenda. 
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Regarding Damietta’s development, the government’s new mega project (DFC) is focused on 

furniture industries with international funding and foreign investment and stated to be situated outside 

the boarders of the old city as a purposeful encouragement of the already existing furniture industry in 

the city. According to the sea level rise map below (Figure 3 and 4), not only is the whole region 

subject to sea level rise, but more specifically DFC site lies completely on land of elevation zero and 

+1m at most, leaving the whole plot vulnerable to sea level rise by the year 2080 (or 2100 at best). 

Given the magnitude of the investment in this project, it would be rather controversial to execute it on 

a plot that is expected to be submerged within 50 years’ time. 

From a socioeconomic perspective, Damietta’s economic nature has been always associated with the 

entrepreneurial essence of its furniture industry. It is a unique context where cluster economies 

(similar to Sassuola, Italy) has evolved through decades and has been passed down from one 

generation to the next. Such a mega project outside the city would be drawing out not only the 

employment pool in the city, but also the income and local investment. Instead of developing the 

city’s economy, the project –in its current form- is offering an autonomous industrial base where 

Damietta’s population shifts to be worker-based rather than owners and entrepreneurs. 

 

 
Figure 3. Google Satellite Imagery of Damietta34 

 

 
Figure 4. Simulation of 2m Sea Level Rise scenario 35 

 

 

METHODS 

The methodology presented in this paper is part of a more inclusive quantitative and qualitative 

inquiry towards quantifying and mapping social capital networks for a spatially concentrated industry 

for the case study of Damietta city. The overall research methodology involves several data collection 
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methods including semi-structured interviews, systematic observations, field survey and geospatial 

network mapping. This paper focuses on the field survey and the subsequent visualization and 

analysis of the social capital network in Damietta. This included visualizing and analysing the total 

network of the survey sample of respondents (347), the total overall network connections between 

respondents and contacts (996 actors) with 716 directed mapped ties. Questions in the survey 

examined trust, networks and norms, as well as variables related to other market dynamics such as 

power distribution within the network. This is also the basis of the following spatial mapping (GIS) of 

the relevant survey questions results to highlight whether the relations identified have a different 

spatial dimension that the statistics does not fully cover (such as proximity, transport, infrastructure, 

… etc). 

It is worth mentioning that the results of this research have an inherent limitation as they rely on a 

sampling approach rather than bigdata for the network mapping. This has been selected due to the 

limited access to data and the semi-rural nature of the community in Damietta, which meant that 

online crowdsourcing was not feasible. The research acknowledges that the measured random sample, 

although statistically significant, would not represent all the network connections, but rather provide 

information on some of the connections within the overall network in Damietta’s industry. 

 

RESULTS 

Survey Analysis 

The survey was conducted with a total of 347 respondents.  The age of respondents is normally 

distributed with a range of 19-60 years. The mean age of respondents was mid-40s, with a wide range 

of ages within the sample. In terms of ranges, the most prevalent ranges are 40s and 50s, followed by 

30s. The highest value for respondents’ role in enterprise/workshop was sole owners with 57.3%, 

followed by senior workers (17.6%) and co-owners (12.7%). With 70% of respondents owning and 

co-owning enterprises, there is a clear indication of the entrepreneurial pattern in Damietta’s furniture 

industry. Cross-examining the age and role of respondents shows that the highest captured category is 

workshop owners aged 40-60 years old. 

Regarding the role of enterprises on the value chain, most respondents did not report one activity 

(carpentry, upholstery, etc.), but reported on working in multiple activities that correspond to a certain 

type of product, process or pattern of work, which was contrary to the literature about this industry, 

and reflects on the specific pattern of work in Damietta. One of the patterns that prevailed in the 

responses is that many businesses that identify as carpenters also chose distribution and sales as part 

of their activities. These enterprises mostly adopt the product order pattern, where the central 

enterprise/owner is a carpenter who gets an order/transaction that they outsource to neighbouring 

enterprises to finish different parts of the work. The work is then collated at the end within the central 

carpenter’s workshop to be delivered to the client. 

The results of different questions for each section all show positively skewed responses favoring the 

abundance of social capital dimensions within the sample. These values have been used as basis of 

calculating a relative score for social capital in the survey sample as an attempt to estimate the 

magnitude of social cohesion, networks and norms based on the collective results of questions from 

the survey. Table 2 below shows the calculated values and synthesis of what these indicate. In table 2, 

almost all mean values are towards to higher end of the scale, indicating a positive abundence of 

social capital in the sample. The only indicator that was below medium mean value is the norms, and 

even in this case, the mode (the most abundant value in the dataset) value is still above average 

towards higher social capital. 
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These relative values reiterate the previously identified results in a collective manner, where measures 

of trust, reciprocity and networking for the whole dataset indicate prevalent social capital. The lower 

value for norms can be analysed as a reflection of the vernacularity of the evolution of social capital 

as a collective value in the community. The lack of driving/supporting bodies that push forward and 

stir the market into capitalising on the existing social capital might justify the values arising, and 

propose a gap in the structure of the market and industry society in the city with a lot of room for 

development and further research. 

 

 

Calculated 

Trust Score 

Calculated 

Norms score 

Calculated 

Total Network 

score 

Networks Themes 

Calculated 

Embedded 

Resources score 

Calculated 

Contact Status 

score 

Calculated Network 

Locations score 

N 336 339  702 702 702 702 

11 8  14 14 14 14 

Mean* 6.6443 4.9846 6.2553 5.2637 7.9076 5.5945 

Median* 6.6667 5.1389 5.9251 5.4142 7.5000 5.5556 

Mode* 6.88 5.83 7.41 6.66 10.00 5.56 

Std. Deviation 1.08638 1.18675 1.05511 1.30583 1.65126 1.38696 

Skewness .010 -.096 .314 .043 -.209 .256 

Std. Error of 

Skewness 

.133 .132 .092 .092 .092 .092 

Range 6.53 5.08 5.78 5.54 7.92 7.11 

Minimum 3.47 2.83 3.67 2.79 2.08 2.89 

Maximum 10.00 7.92 9.44 8.33 10.00 10.00 

Range: 1: least value for social capital. 

 10: highest value for social capital. 

Table 2. Calculated social capital measures according to survey results (Source: Calculated from 

author results) 

 

Social Capital Network Visualisation 

The network as visualised separately from geolocation reveals a pattern of smaller networks between 

enterprises that mainly relates to their position on the value chain. This also relates to the small scale 

of the enterprises and how almost all actors in this network are not of high power in the market with a 

large variety of connections. 

There are a limited number of nodes that exhibit higher level of connectivity, and this would suggest 

that these enterprises are either bigger in scale of work and connections in the market, or possess 

higher skills in their precise business activity, which would justify their higher connectivity. That said, 

these nodes still do not exhibit great influence on the larger scope of the network in Damietta. 

Observing the clustering pattern of the network as in the below Figure 5 shows that the network (as 

reflected from the survey entries) consists of a collection of smaller networks that are clustered 

separately from one another, with some connections between some of the clusters through centric 

nodes (highly connected nodes). This data supports the research’s understanding of the nature of the 

furniture industry in Damietta as being small and micros enterprises and implies that the sample is 

highly representative in terms of reflecting the existing patterns of the industry in the city. 
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Figure 5. Visualising Network Clustering in Damietta (Source: Author analysis) 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

The primary hypothesis of this research on the claim of the abundance of social capital agglomeration 

within the economic cluster of Damietta has been supported through the data. The findings exhibit 

evidence of the vitality of trust, networks and norms as a main structure of business interactions 

between MSMEs. The spatially dense urban fabric of the city also suggests a link between proximity 

and social capital, which will be further investigated through the following phases of this research. 

Even though this case implies clear industry-related indicators, the potential for generalisation lies in 

the common factors found in global south cities with local industry concentration, small-scale 

(MSME-based) economic cluster, and a strong long-term social structure. Through context 

examination and consideration, the research methodology can be replicated in different contexts for 

comparable industries. 

Contrasting to conventional municipal perspective, according to Ruzek36, embracing local economies 

(including those informal in nature) can allow for more sustainable economies. For the case of 

Damietta with the underlying climate emergency factors in the argument, the dynamic suggests that 

the local MSMEs economies in the city offer a viable and more resilient alternative to the DFC 

project. This is in addition to the literary argument that supports that local economies are a sustainable 

alternative to capitalism and can shift the global focus from a globalized capitalist society to eco-

localism37. From this notion, quantifying the magnitude and scale of social capital as a major driver 

for success in Damietta opens a greater discussion on sustainability and development choices for the 

future. 
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