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AREAS OF SPECIALIZATION
Urbanization  •  Informality  • Urban Sustainability •  Resource Geography  •  Mineral Supply Chains  • Climate Change •  Decarbonization  
ACADEMIC APPOINTMENTS
Assistant Research Scientist | March 2024 – Present
School for Environment and Sustainability, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI
Postdoctoral Research Fellow and Lecturer | June 2022 – February 2024
School for Environment and Sustainability, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI
Faculty Advisor | 2026 – Present
Resources for the Future (RFF), Washington, DC
EDUCATION
Ph.D. in Urban Planning | August 2016 – May 2022
Graduate School of Design, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, USA
Dissertation: Rethinking African Urbanization: The Global Lineages of Informality and Spatial Transformation Across the Continent
Committee: Neil Brenner (Chair), Diane Davis, Jean Comaroff, Sven Beckert
M.Sc. in Urban Studies | August 2015 – August 2016
Department of Geography, University College London (UCL), London, UK
Dissertation: Quietly chasing Kigali: young men and the intolerance of informality in Rwanda’s capital city
Advisor: Tatiana Thieme
B.Soc.Sci. (Honours) in Environmental and Geographical Science | January 2014 – December 2014
University of Cape Town, Cape Town, South Africa
Dissertation: Straining and innovating: young men working through waithood in Freetown, Sierra Leone
Advisor: Sophie Oldfield
Bachelor of Arts in Environmental and Geographical Studies; Media and Writing | January 2010 – December 2013
University of Cape Town, Cape Town, South Africa
RESEARCH LAB LEADERSHIP
Founder and Director, The Informal Sustainability Lab | August 2024 – Present
School for Environment and Sustainability, University of Michigan
Directs interdisciplinary research initiatives examining urban informality, critical mineral supply chains, e-waste circular economies, and infrastructure across Sub-Saharan Africa and North America.
RESEARCH GRANTS & SPONSORED AWARDS (Total funding secured: $426 000)
· OVPR Impact Institute Seed Grant ($200,000) | February 2026 – January 2028
The Global Supply Chain Intelligence Institute | Role: Co-Investigator [PI: Joshua Newell]
University of Michigan
· Institute for Social Research (ISR) Rural Context Pilot Grant ($75,000) | May 2026 – May 2028
Perspectives of “Copper Country” Upper Peninsula Communities on Proposed Remediation and Reprocessing of Mine Tailings | Role: Co-Principal Investigator [PI: Kelly Askew]
University of Michigan
· SEAS Theme Grant ($20,000) | May 2026 – August 2027
Global Supply Chains and the Energy Transition: Qualitative Perspectives on Nickel in Indonesia | Role: Principal Investigator
University of Michigan
· Graham Sustainability Institute Catalyst Grant ($15,000) | April 2025 – June 2026
Illuminating the Impact of Electronic Waste on Urban Ghana | Role: Principal Investigator
University of Michigan
· African Studies Center STEM Grant ($6,000) | May 2024 – February 2025
Geospatial Data Pilot Study in Old Fadama, Accra | Role: Principal Investigator
University of Michigan
· Bold Challenges BOOST Program ($75,000) | June 2023 – March 2024
Critical Minerals for Electric Vehicles and Decarbonization: Sustainable and Environmentally-Just Supply Chains | Role: Co-Investigator [PI: Joshia Newell]
University of Michigan
· SEAS Themes Funds ($25,000) | November 2023 – July 2024
The Sustainable Mineral Supply Chain Research-Action Network | Role: Co-Investigator [PI: Joshua Newell]
University of Michigan
· African Studies Center STEM Grant ($10,000) | May 2023 – February 2024
Cobalt and the Global Transition to Low-carbon Technologies: Towards an Equitable and Sustainable Supply Chain of a Critical Mineral | Role: Co-Investigator [PI: Joshua Newell]
University of Michigan
PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL ARTICLES (N=27)
1. Finn, B.M., Backstrand, S. and Mwishamali, E., 2026. Transformative cohabitation: A new approach to artisanal and small-scale mining interventions in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Energy Research & Social Science, 115, p.104651. 
2. Bandauko, E. and Finn, B.M., 2026. Informal infrastructuring: The defining feature of 21st century urbanization. Progress in Human Geography, pp.1–23. 
3. Olajide, O.A., Finn, B.M. and Cobbinah, P.B., 2026. Decolonial informal urban futures. Urban Geography, pp.1–10. 
4. Finn, B.M., 2026. Autogestion and the political potential of informality. Dialogues in Human Geography, pp.1–5. 
5. Marume, W. and Finn, B.M., 2026. The architecture of opacity: Zimbabwe's diamond industry and its lessons for the mineral-driven energy transition. Resources Policy, 116, p.105920. 
6. Finn, B.M., 2026. Crisis urbanism and the personal/planetary dialectic. Dialogues in Human Geography, pp.1–4. 
7. Goldstein, B.P., Levy, D., Hawes, J.K. and Finn, B.M., 2026. A typology of resource circularity in cities. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 227, p.108743. 
8. Finn, B.M., Cobbinah, P.B. and Gounaridis, D., 2025. The informal paradox: electronic waste and the toxic circular economy in Ghana. npj Urban Sustainability, 5(1), p.101. 
9. Finn, B.M., 2025. The Structure of Informality: The Zambian Copperbelt and the Informal/Formal Dialectic. Dialogues in Human Geography, 15(1), pp.56–72. 
10. Bandauko, E. and Finn, B.M., 2025. Towards supported self-provisioning: Assessing the constraints and generative possibilities of informal modes of urban life. Journal of Urban Affairs, pp.1–19. 
11. Makman, C. and Finn, B.M., 2025. Digging deeper: Assessing the trade-offs of domestic cobalt mining in the United States of America. Resources Policy, 109, p.105729. 
12. Cobbinah, P.B. and Finn, B.M., 2025. On Pedestrian Accessibility: Spatial Justice and Progressive Planning in African Cities. Journal of Planning Literature, 40(2), pp.170–184. 
13. Finn, B.M., 2025. Informality at the Heart of Sustainable Development. Dialogues in Human Geography, 15(1), pp.91–95. 
14. Finn, B.M. and Cobbinah, P.B., 2025. Lubumbashi and Cobalt: African city at the crossroads of global decarbonization and neocolonialism. Cities, 156, p.105521. 
15. Finn, B.M., Simon, J. and Newell, J.P., 2024. Decarbonization and social justice: The case for artisanal and small-scale mining. Energy Research & Social Science, 117, p.103733. 
16. Finn, B.M. and Cobbinah, P.B., 2024. Pandemic Urbanization: Colonial imprints in the urban present. Cities, 153, p.105261. 
17. Finn, B.M. and Bandauko, E., 2024. Dwindling funds and increased responsibilities: Decentralization, unfunded mandates, and Harare's infrastructure crisis. Habitat International, 148, p.103087. 
18. Hosseini, A., Finn, B.M. and Momeni, A., 2023. The complexities of urban informality: A multi-dimensional analysis of residents' perceptions of life, inequality, and access in an Iranian informal settlement. Cities, 132, p.104099. 
19. Hosseini, A., Finn, B.M., Sajjadi, S.A. and Mosavei, T., 2023. Urban Disparities and Quality of Life Among Afghan Refugees Living in Informal Settlements in Mashhad, Iran. Applied Research in Quality of Life, 18(2), pp.1073–1097. 
20. Finn, B.M., 2022. Pandemic Urbanization: How South Africa’s History of Labor and Disease Control Creates its Current Disparities. Journal of Urban Affairs, 45(3), pp.616–629.
21. Cobbinah, P.B. and Finn, B.M., 2022. Planning and Climate Change in African Cities: Informal Urbanization and ‘Just’ Urban Transformations. Journal of Planning Literature, 38(3), pp.361–379.
22. Finn, B.M. and Cobbinah, P.B., 2022. African Urbanization at the Confluence of Informality and Climate Change. Urban Studies, 60(3), pp.405–424. (Selected as Editors’ Featured Article)
23. Finn, B.M., 2021. The Popular Sovereignty Continuum: Civil and Political Society in Contemporary South Africa. Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space, 39(1), pp.152–167.
24. Finlay, J. and Finn, B.M., 2020. Geography’s blind spot: the age-old urban question. Urban Geography, 42(8), pp.1061–1078.
25. Finn, B.M. and Kobayashi, L.C., 2020. Structural inequality in the time of COVID-19: Urbanization, segregation, and pandemic control in sub-Saharan Africa. Dialogues in Human Geography, 10(2), pp.217–220.
26. Finn, B.M., 2018. Quietly Chasing Kigali: young men and the intolerance of informality in Rwanda’s capital city. Urban Forum, 29(2), pp.205–218.
27. Finn, B.M. and Oldfield, S., 2015. Straining: Young Men Working through Waithood in Freetown, Sierra Leone. Africa Spectrum, 50(3), pp.49–69.
BOOK REVIEWS & COMMISSIONED REPORTS
· Finn, B.M., 2023. Review of The Surrounds: Urban Life Within and Beyond Capture by AbdouMaliq Simone. Contemporary Sociology, 52(6), pp.576–578.
· African Centre for Cities, 2015. Urban infrastructure in sub-Saharan Africa: harnessing land values, housing and transport. Cape Town: African Centre for Cities / Department for International Development (DFID).
PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP & POLICY ESSAYS
· Kpeebi, Y. and Finn, B.M., 2026. Tiny house villages are increasingly responding to the homeless crisis in America's fast-growing cities. The Conversation, August 26.
· Finn, B.M., 2026. AI and the informalization of the global workforce. Antipode Online Interventions, August 7.
· Finn, B.M., 2026. Poison or poverty: The impossible economic choices facing Ghana's e-waste workers. The Conversation, June 4.
· Finn, B.M., 2026. The artisanal miners powering our green future are being dispossessed. Grace Blakeley Platform, May 27.
· Marume, W. and Finn, B.M., 2026. The architecture of opacity: Zimbabwe diamond industry's lessons on critical mineral supply chains. Daily Maverick, May 21.
· Finn, B.M. and Cobbinah, P.B., 2025. Decarbonization reproduces colonial inequalities. Review of African Political Economy (ROAPE), April 16.
· Finn, B.M. and Cobbinah, P.B., 2025. DRC: History is repeating itself in Lubumbashi as the world scrambles for minerals to go green. The Conversation, January 15.
· Finn, B.M., 2022. Adapting and Expanding Urban Research on Informality, Sustainability, and Inequality. IJURR Foundation Community Essays, October 7.
· Finn, B.M. and Cobbinah, P.B., 2022. Climate change and informality as defining features of African urbanization. Urban Studies Blog, June 27.
· Finn, B.M., 2017. A New Middle Ground: Rethinking Formalisation in Cities. Emerge85, July 5.
· Finn, B.M., 2017. How Anti-Urban Bias Fuels Informal Settlements and Poverty. Emerge85, August 17.
· Finn, B.M., 2017. Rwandan Government tightens its oppressive reins. Daily Maverick, January 27.
· Finn, B.M., 2017. Activism and Rwanda’s Development Model. Daily Maverick, April 27.
· Finn, B.M., 2014. The Sand Miners of Sierra Leone: Working and Waiting. UrbanAfrica, August 14.
· Finn, B.M., 2014. Young men struggling for work in Freetown. UrbanAfrica, July 23.
AWARDS, FELLOWSHIPS & HONORS
· Nominee, ACUM Outstanding Advisor Award, Provost’s Office, University of Michigan | 2024; 2026 
(Campus-wide award recognizing exceptional faculty mentorship and student advocacy)
· Dissertation Completion Fellowship, Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, Harvard University | 2021 – 2022
· GSD Real Estate Grant, Harvard Graduate School of Design | 2021 – 2022
· AAG Dissertation Research Grant, American Association of Geographers | 2021
· IJURR PhD Studentship, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research | 2020 – 2021
· Mid-Dissertation Research Grant, Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard University | 2020
· Professional Development Fund, Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, Harvard University | 2019
· Pre-Dissertation Grant, Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard University | 2018 – 2019
· Distinguished African Student Fellowship, Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, Harvard University | 2016 – 2018
· Kathryn Davis Fellowship for Peace, Middlebury College | 2017
· Laurie Dippenaar Scholarship, FirstRand Foundation | 2015 – 2016
· Oppenheimer Memorial Trust Scholarship, Oppenheimer Foundation | 2015 – 2016
· Abe Bailey Scholarship for South African Students, Goodenough College | 2015 – 2016
· Winner, Global Development Network (GDN) International Essay Competition | 2014
INVITED TALKS & GUEST LECTURES
· Informal Urbanism Research Hub (InfUr), University of Melbourne | "Informal Infrastructuring at the Heart of Sustainable Development," Invited Public Seminar | July 2026
· Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning, University of Melbourne | "Planning the North American Metropolis: Historical Trajectories and Contemporary Debates," Guest Lecture | Summer 2026
· African University Research Seminar Series | "The Political Economy and Process of Informality," Invited Seminar (Host: Dr. Simbarashe Gukurume) | June 2026
· Institute for Energy Solutions, University of Michigan | "Mining and Minerals in the Energy Transition," Annual Symposium Panelist | May 2026
· Global Development Institute, University of Manchester | "The Process of Informality," Envisioning Labor-Led Urban Development Workshop | April 2026
· American Bar Association | "Making the Case for Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining," International Energy and Environmental Law Committee | Summer 2025
· School for Environment and Sustainability, University of Michigan | "Using Remote Sensing to Answer Complex Questions in the Social Sciences," Remote Sensing of Environment (EAS 541) | Winter 2025
· Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning, University of Melbourne | "History and Theory of North American Urban Planning," Urban Theory and Planning | Winter 2024
· University of British Columbia | "Navigating PhD Research," PhD Seminar | Winter 2024
· Wayne State University | "Urban Sustainability from a Global Perspective," Capstone Seminar (CRN 20571) | Spring 2023
· The University of Melbourne | "Climate Change and Informal Urbanization," Urban Environmental Policy and Planning | Spring 2021
· Harvard University | "‘Race’ and Class in South Africa: The Evolution of the Urban," Histories of Landscape Architecture (HIS 4141) | Fall 2020
· University of Michigan | "Urban Decentralization, Land Use, and Spatial Inequality," Land Use Planning (URP 610) | Spring 2020
· Harvard University | "Informal Labor and Extractive African Urbanization," Theories and Practices of Landscape Architecture (DES 3242) | Spring 2019
CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS & PANELS
· "Informality: new debates, theory, and scales." (Paper presentation and organizer/chair of two sessions). American Association of Geographers (AAG) Annual Meeting, San Francisco, CA | March 17–21, 2026
· "Critical Mineral Governance Risks in Africa." Panel Presentation, Agenda Research and Knowledge Hub | May 28, 2026
· "Informal Sustainability: A new field of scholarship." (Paper presentation and organizer/chair of four sessions). AAG Annual Meeting, Detroit, MI | March 24–28, 2025
· "End-of-life informality: assessing the negative externalities of the decarbonization circular economy in Accra." New Frontiers of Urban Informality, University of Sheffield, UK | September 12–13, 2024
· "The Geographies of Informality: Assessing the Negative Externalities of ‘End-of-Life’ Circular Economies." Imagining Just Environmental and Climate Futures in Africa, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY | May 3–4, 2024
· "Informal Decarbonization Supply Chains." AAG Annual Meeting, Honolulu, HI | April 15–20, 2024
· "The upstream of global decarbonization: Advancing equitable and transparent commodity supply chains." Plenary Presentation, University of Lubumbashi, DRC | August 21, 2023
· "Urbanism Interrupted: Informal Economy, National Reconstruction and Luanda’s Urban Morphology." African Studies Workshop, Harvard University | November 8, 2021
· "Pandemic Urbanization: ‘Race,’ Class, and South African Spatial Transformation." AAG Annual Meeting (Virtual) | April 9, 2021
· "Countering Narratives." Invited Discussant, International Institute Conference on Migration, University of Michigan | February 24, 2020
· "Resource Cities in the Copperbelt and the Making of the Electric, Uranium, and Digital Ages." Frontiers of Accumulation, University of Copenhagen, Denmark | May 13–14, 2019
· "Extractive African Urbanization: Copperbelt Cities and Informal Mining in Global Perspective." AAG Annual Meeting, Washington, DC | April 3–7, 2019
· "Extractive Urbanization and Global Urban Change." Cambridge Talks: PhD Colloquium, Harvard GSD | March 31, 2019
· "Lubumbashi: Global City." Colonial Cities in Global Perspective, Global History Network, St. Louis, Senegal | December 7–9, 2018
· "Contested Continuums: Civil and Political Society in Contemporary South Africa." Urban Theory Lab, Harvard GSD | November 7, 2018
· "Capitalism: A Conversation in Critical Theory." Invited Discussant, Program on the Study of Capitalism, Harvard University | February 26, 2018
· "Urban Planning and Informality in Kigali, Rwanda." Urban Theory Lab, Harvard GSD | October 12, 2017
· "Quietly Chasing Kigali: Young Men and the Intolerance of Informality in Rwanda’s Capital City." AAG Annual Meeting, Boston, MA | April 5–9, 2017
· "The Africa Land and Infrastructure City Scan: A Profile of 31 Cities in Sub-Saharan Africa." DFID Workshop, Cape Town, South Africa | July 20, 2015
· "Straining and Innovating: Young Men at Work in Freetown, Sierra Leone." IGU Urban Geography Commission, Dublin, Ireland | August 9–16, 2015
TEACHING EXPERIENCE
School for Environment and Sustainability, University of Michigan
· Instructor of Record, Urban Sustainability (EAS 537) | Fall 2022, Fall 2023, Fall 2024, Fall 2026
· Instructor of Record, Sustainability and Society (Environ 207) | Fall 2023, Fall 2024
Harvard College & Harvard Graduate School of Design
· Instructor, Commodities, Cities, and States in Global Perspective (Special Concentration) | Spring 2019
· Teaching Fellow, Histories of Landscape Architecture II (HIS 4142) | Spring 2021
· Teaching Fellow, Histories of Landscape Architecture (HIS 4141) | Fall 2020
· Teaching Fellow, Theories and Practices of Landscape Architecture (DES 3242) | Spring 2019
· Teaching Fellow, History and Theory of Urban Interventions (HIS 4115) | Fall 2018
University of Cape Town
· Teaching Assistant, Geographic Thought (EGS 3022S) | Spring 2014
· Teaching Assistant, Contemporary Urban Challenges in the Southern African City (EGS 2014S) | Fall 2014
ADVISING & STUDENT MENTORSHIP
Doctoral Dissertation Committees
· Hanae Soma | Ph.D. in Urban and Regional Planning, Taubman College of Architecture and Urban Planning, University of Michigan (Committee Member, In Progress)
· Chandler Sachs | Ph.D. in Environment and Sustainability, SEAS, University of Michigan (Committee Member, In Progress)
Master’s Thesis & Capstone Advising
· Noel Boland | M.S. in Environment and Sustainability, SEAS, University of Michigan (Primary Advisor)
· Benjamin Bartlett | M.S. in Environment and Sustainability, SEAS, University of Michigan (Primary Advisor)
· Sarah Backstrand | M.S. in Environment and Sustainability, SEAS, University of Michigan (Primary Advisor; co-authored in Energy Research & Social Science, 2026)
· Anusuya Singh | M.S. in Environment and Sustainability, SEAS, University of Michigan (Primary Advisor; graduated)
· Dani Levy | M.S. in Environment and Sustainability, SEAS, University of Michigan (Committee Member; co-authored in Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 2026)
Undergraduate Research Mentorship
· Chava Makman | B.S., University of Michigan (Undergraduate Research Advisor; co-authored in Resources Policy, 2025)
PROFESSIONAL SERVICE & INSTITUTIONAL LEADERSHIP
University & Departmental Leadership
· Coordinator and Executive Committee Member, African Social Research Initiative (ASRI), African Studies Center, University of Michigan | May 2026 – May 2028
· Staff Writer & Researcher, African Studies Center, University of Michigan | June 2019 – December 2021
Grant & Thesis Evaluation
· External Reviewer, African Cities Lab Research Grants, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (EPFL) | March 2021
· External Thesis Evaluator, Master in Design Studies Theses, Harvard Graduate School of Design | September 2018 – August 2020
· External Thesis Evaluator, Senior Honors Theses in Special Concentrations, Harvard College | May 2020
Ad Hoc Peer Reviewer
Africa Development; African Identities; African Studies Review; Cambridge University Press; Cities; Climate and Development; Cogent Humanities; Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability; Development Policy Review; Dialogues in Human Geography; Du Bois Review; Edward Elgar Publishing; Energy Research & Social Science; Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space; Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space; Extractive Industries and Society; Gateways: International Journal of Community Research and Engagement; Geoforum; Geography Compass; Global Environmental Change; Habitat International; Human Geography; International Development Planning Review; International Journal of Urban and Regional Research (IJURR); Journal of Planning Literature; Journal of Regional and City Planning; Journal of Rural Studies; Journal of Urban Affairs; npj Urban Sustainability; Political Geography; Resources Policy; Social Sciences & Humanities Open; Space and Culture; Sustainability Science; Swiss National Science Foundation; Territory, Politics, Governance; Town Planning Review; Urban Climate; Urban Forum; Urban Geography; Urban Studies; Urban Transitions; Wellbeing, Space and Society.
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS & WORKING GROUPS
· American Association of Geographers (AAG) | Member (2016 – Present)
· Urban Sustainability Research Group (USRG), University of Michigan | Core Member (2022 – Present)
· Urban Theory Lab, Harvard University Graduate School of Design | Member (2017 – 2022)
· Center for Political Studies, Institute for Social Research, University of Michigan | Affiliate (2019 – 2021)
· Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard University | Graduate Student Affiliate (2018 – 2021)
PRESS & MEDIA COVERAGE ON RESEARCH
(External journalistic features and profiles of scholarly research)
· Nature Africa (2026). "The invisible workers behind the green transition." In-depth feature profiling research on informal miners, e-waste recyclers, and critical mineral supply chains (June 2026).
· University of Michigan SEAS News (2026). "The human cost of recycling tech devices." Research spotlight on Ghana electronic waste investigations (May 19, 2026).
· School for Environment and Sustainability (SEAS) (2026). "The informal paradox: Electronic waste and the toxic circular economy in Ghana." Mini-documentary profiling empirical findings and field research (May 18, 2026).
· Michigan News (2024). "Making the case for artisanal and small-scale mining." Institutional research feature (July 2024).
Broadcast & Radio Interviews
· WBBM Newsradio 105.9 / CBS Chicago (2025). "More sustainable mining," Green Sense Minute. Broadcast interview (April 2025).
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