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SUMMARY: The trend toward urbanization offers humanity the potential for both increased well being 

and more highly concentrated ill being--even within one city. Guiding urbanization toward increased well 

being requires tools that can analyze, visualize and communicate fast-changing micro to macro conditions 

to inform and track policy choices. 

BACKGROUND: Most OECD nations experienced urbanization in the 20
th
 century as their populations 

shifted from rural to urban predominance, resulting in highly differential economic and social patterns 

within cities as well as great variability across cities. Whether cities in the West, on the whole, proved to 

be a source of greater well being or greater suffering is inconclusive. However, this 20
th
 century trend 

clearly established the potential for cities to offer improved access to education, health care, housing and 

networks of innovation and therefore to greater economic mobility--whether or not this potential was 

realized among all groups or in all cities.    

Today, urbanization is a primary characteristic of the new century, largely as a reflection of high rates of 

population growth in developing nations. The current rate and scale of urbanization today--much greater 

than that in the 20
th
 century--poses a challenge not only for nations experiencing it but for the world 

community at large as policy makers and active citizens seek to upgrade living standards and increase 

access to jobs and services while protecting natural resources and reducing fossil-fuel consumption.  

Equitable societal progress and global environmental sustainability may well depend on how well fast-

growing cities can respond to the needs and aspirations of new residents while enhancing the quality of 

life in rural areas to stabilize in-migration.  

Given countervailing trends in developed and developing nations--shrinking and populations in many 

OECD nations versus fast-growing populations in much of Asia, Africa and parts of Latin America--a 

shared understanding of the challenges and opportunities presented by urbanization and ways to share 

best practices is essential. 

Indictors of community health and well being--quantitative and qualitative--expressed at various scales 

through on-line tools for data visualization and communication can support he analysis of changing 

conditions, spur collaborative strategies and accelerate the adoption of best practices.  Moreover, 

indicators and data in “nested” geographic scales can support fine-grained analyses of conditions within 

cities as well as regional and global patterns. Only by understanding micro and macro trends--and their 

relationship--can we hope to guide rapid urbanization toward its potential for greater well being.   



 

 Page 2 of 2 

 

One such tool for data visualization is the high-performance open source platform being developed by the 

Open Indictors Consortium based at the University of Massachusetts with seven teams from around the 

US. The Consortium’s open source WEAVE software offers on-line analytical, mapping, communication 

and collaboration tools that will be made freely available to NGO’s and governments in late 2010.  This 

session will include a preview. 


