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Cities are the ideal setting for scientific 
exploration. They attract bright and 
diverse minds, buzz with creative 

activity, and can summon the capital to realize 
big ideas. But their potential can be stifled by 
social realities. Each of the five science cities 
profiled in this supplement are contending with 
problems of equity and engagement which, if 
not addressed, threaten their trajectories. 

When it comes to the long-term viability 
of a science hotspot, local matters count as 
much as global positioning. Perhaps part of 
the solution lies in pursuing and rewarding the 
type of science that engages directly with local 
communities, and achieves impact. 

San Francisco’s sci-tech revolution has 
contributed to soaring housing costs, which 
could undermine the California metropolis’s 
position as a leading region of innovation 
(S6). Wuhan is at risk from talent-poaching 
campaigns by richer coastal cities, as the 
competition for research supremacy intensifies 
in China (S16). The fault lines run deep in Cape 
Town, South Africa, where elite universities are 

under growing pressure to address inherited 
racial and gender inequalities (S2).

At the global scale, some degree of benefit 
sharing is taking place. An analysis of highly-
cited research reveals that the gap between top-
tier and second-tier cities narrowed between 
1999 and 2014 (S18). Similar trends are 
apparent in the Nature Index, which measures 
a city’s fractional count (FC), a metric for the 
share of contribution to the authorship of 
articles in 82 high-quality research journals.

In a highly connected world, cities can’t 
take success for granted. Even though Beijing 
has emerged as a dominant producer of 
high-quality research, for example, its share 
of China’s output has declined since 2012, 
as Nanjing, Wuhan and Guangzhou nestle 
in. Cities remain powerful units of scientific 
production, yet each urban centre’s capacity is 
subject to change. Staying on top means paying 
heed to more than research funding.

Smriti Mallapaty 
Senior editor, Nature Index

ON THE COVER
The Nature Index profiles five 
science cities that are leaders in 
their regions: Cape Town, San 
Francisco, Munich, Wuhan and 
São Paulo. 

SCIENCE CITIES
CITIES ARE POWERFUL UNITS OF SCIENTIFIC PRODUCTION, ATTRACTING BRIGHT AND 
DIVERSE MINDS. BUT WHEN IT COMES TO THEIR LONG-TERM VIABILITY, LOCAL MATTERS 
COUNT AS MUCH AS GLOBAL TRENDS. SAN FRANCISCO IS BURDENED BY SOARING HOUS-
ING COSTS, INCOME INEQUALITY, HOMELESSNESS, AND INSUFFICIENT PUBLIC TRANS-
PORTATION. CAPE TOWN’S TOP SCIENCE INSTITUTIONS FACE PRESSURE TO SHED THEIR 
WHITE AND MALE-DOMINATED PAST FOR A MORE DIVERSE FUTURE. THIS MEANS 
MAKING ROOM FOR MORE BLACK AND FEMALE STAFF, BUT ALSO DOING RESEARCH THAT 
ADDRESSES THE CITY’S PALPABLE LEVELS OF POVERTY. THE CITY OF WUHAN IS AT A 
CROSSROADS. IF ALL GOES WELL, IT HAS LONG-TERM PROSPECTS AS A LEADING SCI-
ENCE CENTRE IN CHINA. THERE IS A RISK, THOUGH, OF A SLIP INTO OBSCURITY AS THE 
HUNT FOR TALENT HEATS UP IN THE COUNTRY. MUNICH WELCOMES DIVERSITY. ITS REP-
UTATION FOR BEING A SAFER PLACE FOR NEWCOMERS THAN EASTERN GERMAN CITIES 
GIVES IT AN EDGE. SÃO PAULO, ONE OF THE HOTTEST SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY HUBS 
IN LATIN AMERICA, HAS BECOME A HAVEN AMID THE ECONOMIC RUIN STALLING SCI-
ENCE IN BRAZIL. BUT SCIENTISTS WARN THAT THE SITUATION CANNOT LAST.

natureindex.com

TWIN PEAKS
The strongest 
partnerships are local, S8 
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Tables of the top 
global performers, S24

COUNTING CAPITAL COSTS
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