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Check any media outlet these days, and national issues dominate. But as 
this century plays out, it will not be dominated by the U.S., China, the U.K. 
or India, but by the city. In an age that appears increasingly complex, cities 
rather than states are becoming the islands of governance on which to build 
the future world order. This new world is not - and will not be - one global 
village. It will be a network of different ones, and U.S. cities are poised 
to lead.

And so it is with American cities. While national politics are divided, the 
nation is entering a new phase in which cities are the drivers of governance 
innovation. This is a more dynamic America in which data-driven policies 
make cities more livable and competitive in an uncertain world. America will 
become more future-ready in the process as cities continue to connect data 
and technology to the lives of their citizens.  

At the forefront are America’s urban leaders. They have tremendous wind in 
their sails as they embark on their data-driven journey. The country’s mayors 
have a far higher average trust rating than other political institutions. 
And while much attention has been paid to the efforts to promote data 
initiatives such as Data.gov and Code4Gov, digital services adoption 
nationwide is more significant and innovative across America’s city-regions. 
Many major American cities today have cabinet-level Chief Information 
Officers and Chief Data Officers focused on harnessing data to improve 
local government performance. Such “smart cities” set key performance 
indicators (KPIs) across municipal agencies, share data and APIs with the 
public for analysis and business services development, and communicate 
actively with the public via social media. They are prepared for an age where 
mayors don’t just govern but co-govern with other stakeholders. 

Urban Leadership Is Entering New 
Phase Of Stability
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Governance Through Innovation
The bridge of co-governance will be innovation in technology and data. 
Housing, transportation and income support are crucial areas that require 
a mix of traditional and digital innovations. Because proximity to public 
transportation such as subway stops indicates resilient commercial activity 
and appreciating real estate values, city governments should work much 
more closely with land developers and businesses to strategically elevate 
neglected geographies. Mastercard has been active in many U.S. urban 
centers to introduce innovative payments for transit systems by turning 
bank cards and mobile phones into transit tickets, including in Chicago and 
on New York’s commuter rail lines. If more citizens can access more efficient 
payments they will use public transit more frequently and securely. Public 
transit means fewer cars on the road and is seen as a managing factor in 
climate change strategies.

Innovation is already in motion in major U.S. cities. For example, in Atlanta, 
greater investment has gone into increasing bus service for low-income 
areas to reach central hubs of employment. In even further sprawling Los 
Angeles, a pilot program is providing thousands of electric vehicles to low-
income communities to promote car-sharing. New approaches to affordable 
housing emphasize public-private partnerships and sustainability. Across the 
country, medium-scale mixed income housing projects are being developed 
in which more profitable rental units help subsidize low-cost units for poorer 
families. In Washington, HUD’s Property Assessed Clean Energy (PACE) 
program retrofits low-income housing at no cost while offering savings on 
utility bills. 

In areas where city governments have perennially struggled, data-driven 
approaches are helping turn a corner. In Baltimore, data collection has led to 
prioritizing specific interventions that reduce infant mortality. Baltimore is 
also among the cities Mastercard has focused financial education programs 
to target communities where families don’t have bank accounts or need 
help better understanding how to manage their finances. 1  

1 http://www.baltimoresun.com/business/bs-bz-mastercard-school-program-20161031-story.html
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Turning Innovation Into Action
This kind of innovation has moved rapidly from theory to action. Example: 
Under former Mayor Michael Bloomberg, the New York City Economic 
Development Corporation (NYCEDC) gave grants to tech incubators and 
set up a Center for Urban Science and Progress to train professionals in 
data analytics. His former deputy mayor Dan Doctoroff now spearheads 
Google Sidewalk, which began with turning payphones into Wi-Fi hotspots 
but has grown into a far more extensive suite of apps that uses big data 
from municipal offices, medical records and real-time mobile citizens 
to better route traffic, plan health clinics and shape land management. 
Similarly, Boston’s “Urban Mechanics Office” uses big data to plan more 
efficient transport and housing services, and the city uses a portion of 
its annual $2 billion in property tax revenues to co-invest in start-up 
companies. Seattle has developed a “Freight Master Plan” to cope with 
growing volumes of truck deliveries owing to the spectacular rise of 
e-commerce, with new zones and regulations around truck loading and 
unloading, parcel security, and how to adapt to the impending presence of 
driverless vehicles and drone deliveries. 

The private sector will be critical in driving this innovation. Corporate 
partnerships have proven essential to enhancing public services and 
stimulating job creation in innovative sectors. For example, Alexandria, 
Virginia, home to many IT and defense industry firms, has partnered with 
them to upgrade broadband speeds while strengthening cyber-security for 
all public network users. Intel and the city of San Jose have joined forces in 
a “Green Vision” initiative to create 25,000 clean-tech jobs. GE is working 
with nearly one hundred cities to integrate LTE speed wireless transmitters, 
motion sensors and cameras into LED streetlights. 

This innovation is amplified by the emerging Internet of Things (and People). 
It has unlocked a flood of data that city governments can use to improve 
infrastructure such as fixing potholes and water pipe leaks, public services 
such as neighborhood safety and air quality notifications, and regulations 
such as detecting financial fraud and construction code violations. Together 
with Code for America, the Sunlight Foundation launched a U.S. City Open 
Data Census in 2014 to encourage a large number of cities to share ever 
more relevant datasets with the public. Such initiatives promote an API 
economy in which this data is shared with the private sector for co-creation 
of new opportunities for businesses to use data to generate new offerings 
in mobility, insurance, education, healthcare and other sectors. Importantly, 
the more actively sensor network data is analyzed, the better regulations on 
business can be calibrated to avoid being either too onerous or too lax. 
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Smart Cities Lead to 
Smart Societies
If a “smart city” has an economic master plan and uses data analytics to 
adapt policies to residents’ interaction patterns, then a smart society is 
one where these best practices are shared across cities to create a whole 
greater than the sum of its parts. Boston is moving towards an open source 
by default policy so that other cities can automatically access code from all 
apps the city creates. The National Governors Association and Conference of 
Mayors are both crucial platforms to evolve America’s functional design from 
today’s legacy architecture of states and districts into a 21st century United 
City-States of America. 

Going forward, innovation will depend on leadership. Mayors and other 
government officials can enter what I call a “direct technocracy.” It’s a play 
on “democracy,” but on a tactical level it means developing data sources to 
better connect the city to its citizens. If I had to list three ways to bring that 
concept alive, I would focus on:

1. Hire C-Level Data Officers: As of the end of 2016, the U.S. has 12 chief 
data officers, including Louisville (the newest), Boston and Washington, 
DC. Many more cities have Chief Innovation Officers, whose job 
description varies according to the size and data scope. Hiring a C-level 
officer to manage strategy for the future and accountable for current 
efforts is a good way to commit to the connected city process.



7

2. Digitize Government: There are two main factors in “digitizing 
governments.” The first is in the procurement and payments processes 
that can increase efficiency and transparency. The second is in digitizing 
interactions between the government and its citizens. To build a 
connected city, governments need to first be in a position to aggregate 
useful data. Electronic payments will encourage that process, as they will 
potentially produce data that shows trends in how people shop, connect 
to commerce and travel. Next, using digital tools like dashboards, “open 
data portals” and performance-driven audience audits. The city of Palo 
Alto, for example, has renamed its IT department the Civic Technology 
Center. It hosts online town meetings, makes meeting space accessible 
for coding “hackathons” and encourages online civic participation.

3. Champion Private Public Partnerships: Private companies can 
fundamentally accelerate the processes of integrating data and 
encouraging financial inclusion. Governments need to manage the 
process of working with private sector companies. Too many cities see 
private sector support as an act of philanthropy. There is an element of 
that. But cities need to include private sector participation as part of a 
solid data strategy.

American cities can reinvent themselves in a single generation. History has 
shown that they are not bound to the tides of national politics. Cities are 
mankind’s most enduring and stable mode of social organization, outlasting 
all empires and nations over which they have presided. The future of that 
organization can be advanced through data, technology and leadership. 


