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As cities hone in  
on the promise of big data 
…they’re often lost in the sauce of big government,  
explains Steven Koonin

Steven Koonin, founding director of NYU’s Center for Urban Science 
and Progress (CUSP), served as under secretary for science at the US 
Department of Energy from May 2009 through November 2011, over-
seeing technical activities across the department’s science, energy, 
and security activities. Before joining the government, Koonin spent 
five years as chief scientist for BP p.l.c. and was professor of theoret-
ical physics at California Institute of Technology from 1975–2006. He 
is a member of the US National Academy of Sciences and the JASON 
advisory group.

Let’s talk about privacy and secu-
rity of data. What is it that people 
tend to misunderstand the most 
about what research facilities are 
trying to do with big data? 

First, privacy and security have 
emerged as a key research topic 
for CUSP, because it’s so essen-
tial in letting us do the urban 
research that we want to do.  
And that’s central: CUSP is a 
research institution. We’re not 
a company, although we work 
closely with companies. We’re 
not part of the government. 
Second, as a research institution, 
we are subject to independent 
oversight by NYU’s institutional 
review board under the federal 
Policy for the Protection of 
Human Subjects.  

Third, we are, of course, not 
interested in individuals. We’re 
interested in aggregate behavior. 
And we’ve got a set of policies 
that make that very explicit. 
Finally, we’re beginning a larger 
dialogue about privacy and 
security in a broader academic 
context, sponsoring a conference  
in June [2014] and publishing, 
Privacy, Big Data, and the Public  
Good: Frameworks for 
Engagement, this coming June 
[2014].
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If, as your taxi study shows, 
urban informatics can make 
plain certain inefficiencies of 
human behavior, then changing 
those behaviors would seem to 
require a revolution in regulation, 
compliance, and enforcement. 
Are we moving into an era of 
greater regulation of individual 
behaviors? 

I would say it’s a greater 
awareness of individual 
behaviors. It doesn’t have to 
happen through regulation. 
There’s a whole discussion of 
nudges or, to use a fancier term, 
“choice architectures,” that 
can influence human behavior 
but are not actually regulation. 
We see choice architecture at 
work with organ donorship and 

driver’s licenses, for example. If 
you ask people if they want to 
be an organ donor, perhaps 20 
percent choose to do so when 
they sign up for their license. 
But when you make your 
targeted behavior the default 
option—and oblige people to 
opt out of the donor program, 
then donorship increases. 
It’s a simple, non-regulatory 
mechanism that targets optimal 
behavior. 

If everyone will soon be living in 
cities, won’t federal or national 
governments have an increasing 
interest in helping to provide 
solutions that will help cities 
run better—financing and/
or incentivizing big data or 
urban informatics solutions, 

for instance, or subsidizing the 
retrofits of infrastructure and 
traffic management systems or 
electric grid support and water 
systems that will become the 
“smart city” of the future? 

Cities qua cities don’t have 
great visibility in the [US] 
federal government. Yes, 
there’s Housing and Urban 
Development, but it is concerned 
with one small slice of cities. 
There is certainly Health and 
Human Services, concerned 
with the public health aspects 
of cities and medical care. And 
then you’ve got transportation, 
and so on, but there is no place 
in the federal government that 
thinks about cities as systems of 
systems—no federal entity that 
funds, regulates, and encourages 
cities as systems of systems.
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And do you see this changing? 

I would like it to change. I and 
others have been talking in 
Washington to see if we can get 
city-focused initiatives cross-
cut across the various agencies. 
Not to look with envy, but the 
Department of Agriculture, 
for example, is very much 
concerned with rural affairs, 
as one might well imagine, but 
there is nothing comparable 
in an integrated way for the 
interests of cities. Again, not 
to complain but just to state a 
fact—cities are legal entities of 
state governments, so this is a 
result of how the Constitution 
apportions power to the states. 

As you’ve said elsewhere, the 
shape of the future is urban-
ized, but the current paradigm, 
in which the federal govern-
ment has long had an interest in 
encouraging economic growth, 
is, in fact, based on an agrarian 
world. 

Absolutely. And I’m no expert on 
politics or political theory, but 
one can imagine that the idea of 
changing this paradigm would 
cause a lot of—let me just say—
discussion, in Washington. 

Can you speak to the question 
of how the smart city solutions 
that you’re creating at CUSP 
will be deployed in developing 
cities? What solutions seem to 
be the most likely candidates for 
developing cities? 

One of the advantages of the 
developing countries is that the 
infrastructure is largely yet to be 
built. So you could try to build 
some of this in from the begin-
ning. And synoptic observation 
techniques that we’re developing 
for cities, where you can watch 
the broad swath of a city from 
an urban vantage point, may 
have some real advantages in 
the developing world, because 
you can cover large areas 
without having to put in a sensor 
infrastructure. 

There’s a whole discussion of nudges, or, to use a fancier term,  
“choice architectures,” that can influence human behavior but  
are not actually regulation. 
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What advantages will New 
Yorkers gain from CUSP in  
10 to 20 years? 

First, one goal for CUSP is to just 
make the city more efficient. New 
York City has already made the 
enforcement of illegal building 
conversions five times more 
efficient. Second, by putting data 
about the city in people’s hands, 
you can improve the quality of 
life. Noise levels are something 
that we’re quite interested in. If 
people understand, in a more 
detailed and quantitative way, 
the noisier parts of the city, you 
can modulate your living and 
travel. Real estate prices will no 
doubt change as a result of what 
the noise scores look like. 


