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Overview 
 
The Urban Sciences Research Coordination Network and University of Chicago welcome 
academic, research, and industry leaders with interest in using data and data science to 
better understand, model, and ultimately influence urban systems, to attend the first 
University of Chicago Convening on Urban Data Science, a three-day series of 
speakers, panels, and workshops around the integration of social science, data ethics, and 
urban data science.  The convening will bring together scientists from disciplines ranging 
from the social, behavioral, and economic sciences to data science and applied 
mathematics, exploring a number of critical areas including platforms and methods for 
integrated data analysis and modeling, the use of social and observational (e.g. sensor 
networks) data to understand the dynamics of cities and inform urban policy, and the 
ethical and privacy implications of the increasing use of data from diverse sources in the 
social sciences.  Additionally, the convening will provide input to the Array of Things 
urban observatory system regarding its use to support social sciences, and will also be a 
platform for the discussion and dissemination of the draft final report of the OECD Global 
Science Forum (GSF) Expert Group on Research Ethics and New Forms of Data for Social 
and Economic Research. 
 
Rationale 
 
Both urbanists and technologists have long recognized the potential for data to enrich 
our understanding of the challenges facing human settlements.  However, the rapid rise 
of data collection and dissemination, without a comparable rise in analytical frameworks 
to guide its use, has widened the gaps in experience, understanding, and expertise 
between technologists and urbanists.  Further, cities are increasingly being measured 
both directly (through sensor networks such as the Array of Things) and indirectly (such as 
through social media or data generated by mobile phone navigational applications), and 
this provides both unprecedented opportunity and significant new challenges with 
respect to privacy and ethics. 
 
For researchers in the social sciences and other shapers of urban policy, the 
overabundance of data about cities and human settlements has been a mixed blessing.  It 
has forced researchers and practitioners to quickly adapt to the changing landscape of 
data collection and analysis, but has raised some concerns that technologists may not be 
fully focused on the questions that guide and necessitate social science and public policy.   
 
At the same time, a rapidly growing universe of public and private sector data scientists 
and technologists have built platforms and services to harness these data.  Both academia 
and industry have homed in on questions intrinsic to “big data” acquisition and 



 

processing, with a wide range of successful and innovative outcomes.  Yet despite a near-
universal desire to see technology improve the quality of life in human settlements, data 
science has often proceeded without the early-stage input of the social science research 
and practice community. 
 
A critical conversation is long overdue.  With its historic strengths in the social sciences 
and its emerging dominance in data science, the University of Chicago is poised to lead 
this conversation, integrating the core concerns of the social science and urban policy 
communities with the tools and aspirations of data technologists.   
 
Conference Agenda 
 
The conference will allow attendees three days to explore themes at the intersections of 
data gathering, social science, and data ethics.   Day 1 of the conference will be a half-day 
program, with a plenary session providing a broad overview of new and emerging 
projects and resources related to urban data, aiming to set a baseline of common 
challenges and opportunities for collaboration at the intersections of policy, social 
sciences, and data sciences. Day 2 will be a full day of meetings with a combination of 
plenary, panel, and breakout sessions; content will address the intersection of social 
science research, urban policy, and new and novel forms of urban data.  Day 2 will include 
a plenary session taking stock of data ethics and the social sciences, led by the OECD’s 
international Expert Group on Data Ethics, followed by parallel sessions ranging from the 
use of mobile applications and sensor networks to the development of privacy and ethics 
guidelines for urban data use.  The third and final half-day of programming will address 
proactive approaches to the public conversation around urban data gathering, usage, and 
analysis, and will feature summary presentations from each of the breakouts and parallel 
sessions. 
 
Below are sample panel themes and questions to be addressed on each day of the 
convening. 
 

Urban Data Science – When Social Science, Urban Policy, and Big Data Meet 
 

• What are the new and novel forms of big data and how can they contribute to 
advancing social science research? 

• To what extent is data driving or creating its own research questions in the 
social sciences?  

• Which questions central to the social sciences can be informed by new and 
novel forms of data?  

• What are the tools needed by social science to take advantage of new and 
novel forms of data? 

• What is the role of computer science in collaboration with social science to 
build urban policy and research?   



 

• Do the social sciences need better data?  Or just better tools for 
understanding the data we have? 

• What do technologists understand about the issues driving urban policy and 
research?   

• How will concerns about human rights protection, privacy and public 
perception affect the use of social science data? 

 
Data at the Core – When Cities Join the Data Revolution 

 
• Examples of successful government/academic research partnerships around 

data in the social sciences.  What makes these cases successful?  
• What are the issues surrounding data ownership, access, and use and how are 

these being addressed? 
• Translators – is there a role for intermediaries among the social sciences, 

creators of data science technology, and public policy?  What are the skills that 
these intermediaries need?   

• Are ethical principles guiding the technologists who create data platforms?   
• The many hats of the Chief Technology Officer (CTO) – ideas for city, state, 

and federal employees who stand at the intersection of big data and urban 
policy 

• How do ethical principles guide the technologists who create data platforms?   
 

Urban Data Ethics – When Policy Chases Innovation 
 
• How have privacy issues around data research affected public policy? 
• How effective are current data policies at addressing individual privacy 

concerns? 
• What is the role of the urban CTO/CDO/CIO in shaping the narrative around 

urban data? 
• Has public access to large sets of “open data” advanced urban policy and 

research?   
• What is the roadmap – political and otherwise – for making sure that new 

sources of urban data serve a larger civic or educational purpose?   
• What can new data platforms do to anticipate the needs of civic institutions?  

 
 

Conference Participants and Audience 
 
This convening will bring together scholars and practitioners of social science with the 
urban data research and development community for three days of cross-disciplinary 
speakers, panels, and workshops.  With this in mind, the conference invites scientists, 
students, and other professionals from communities of research, development, and 
practice related to: 
 



 

1. Social sciences broadly defined (including social, policy, behavioral, economic, 
health, education, or human resource scientists) 

2. Data-driven urban policy and planning 
3. Data ethics and privacy  
4. Data analytics, machine learning, statistical and applied mathematics  
5. Data infrastructure, integration, and analysis tool and methods 
6. Urban embedded systems, sensing, and the intersection between urban design, 

architecture, and the Internet of Things. 
 
 
Request for Proposals 
 
We are seeking half-page abstracts from the communities described above, proposing 
contributions including presentations, breakout sessions, and panels, and how these will 
contribute to a deepening of interdisciplinary understanding and collaborative community 
using data to better understand and guide urban systems.  Submissions will help to guide 
conference tracks and content of the conference. 
 
Proposals should be submitted by February 12th,  2016 to urbandata@uchicago.edu  
 
For more information, contact: 
 
Kate Kusiak Galvin     Anne Dodge 
Executive Director     Program Director 
Urban Center for Computation and Data  University of Chicago Urban Network 
katekusiak@uchicago.edu     acdodge@uchicago.edu  
p: (708) 525-5418     p: (773) 702-5116 
www.urbanccd.org     www.urban.uchicago.edu 


