
Smart about cities:  
Women’s leadership in the 
connected urban environment
Cities around the world are growing, and with the rise of ubiquitous wireless sensors 
and connected devices (the much acclaimed Internet of Things), there is an enormous 
opportunity to reshape the urban environment and better cater to residents. 
Initiatives to develop these “smart cities” are already underway, but unlike in decades 
past, when city design, planning, and integration were conducted largely by men, city 
leaders and planners today understand that they must draw from the full innovative 
and ingenious capacity of residents and professionals—both female and male.  

Most built environments today accommodate a connected infrastructure that delivers volumes of data to inform better, smarter 
decision making. From real-time traffic information to managing the electric grid, entire sectors of urban living have been 
networked with physical sensors delivering data in such volume and complexity that it exceeds human cognition. Thanks to 
artificial intelligence, Big Data computing, and fast-growing data science fields, many city managers and leaders enjoy a far  
richer understanding of the many factors influencing urban life. With this, they’re equipped to pursue a better functioning, 
smarter environment. 



Importantly, the vision is not simply to make current infrastructure better. Instead, city planners, scientists, sociologists, and 
professionals from many other fields are increasingly using data processing, sensors, and connected devices to reimagine an 
urban environment that’s sustainable and economically competitive while also delivering a better quality of life for residents  
and visitors. 

Whereas women’s voices were often absent in city planning and management in years past, the scope of the smart cities effort 
demands every curious and innovative mind. As architect Alison Brooks wrote, “Women in all sectors of society will increasingly 
change the way our cities operate, look, and feel—not because of their gender, but because of the additional 50% of human 
creative intelligence that will be addressing the problems of the city.”
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The future of smart cities is unclear, defined as it is by 
the innovators, thinkers, and doers who take up the 
challenge of using sensors and data to forge better places 
for people to work and live. As cities seek new ways to 
serve residents, female professionals will continue to 
be indispensable leaders and stakeholders in the trend 
toward more connected, data-driven urban environments. 
It’s not just important for professional equality and 
participation; more than that, it’s smart.

Consider some of these women 
professionals making critical contributions 
to smarter cities:

Smarter Public Safety: The United Nation’s UN Women 
program is focused on enhancing gender equality and female 
empowerment, and the program’s executive director, Michelle 
Bachelet, is leveraging data and devices to drive public safety 
efforts. Already, the program has developed ways for women 
to use mobile technology to “document, prevent and respond 
to violence, especially sexual harassment and violence in  
public spaces.” 

Seeing the Light: Johnson Controls’ National Senior Director 
for Local Government Lisa Brown works with cities and other 
partners to manage city lighting. Part of this includes the 
innovative concept of making smarter use of outdoor “vertical 
assets,” such as a light pole that can host sensors that capture 
a range of valuable data. Brown said of her work, “Women are 
natural connectors and multi-taskers, and we have a way of 
imagining a more idealistic, truly illuminated world.”

Leading the Way: The Women Led Cities Initiative was founded 
to address challenges around how women and girls work, 
travel and live in cities. Started by Katrina Johnston-Zimmerman 
and Meegan Denenberg, the initiative strives to encourage 
women’s leadership and input on city design, planning  
and implementation.
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