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About the Technology and 
Public Purpose Project (TAPP)
The arc of innovative progress has reached an inflection point. It is our 
responsibility to ensure it bends towards public good.

Technological change has brought immeasurable benefits to billions through 
improved health, productivity, and convenience. Yet as recent events have 
shown, unless we actively manage their risks to society, new technologies 
may also bring unforeseen destructive consequences.

Making technological change positive for all is the critical challenge of our 
time. We ourselves - not only the logic of discovery and market forces - 
must manage it. To create a future where technology serves humanity as a 
whole and where public purpose drives innovation, we need a new approach. 

Founded by Belfer Center Director, MIT Innovation Fellow, and former 
U.S. Secretary of Defense Ash Carter, the TAPP Project works to ensure that 
emerging technologies are developed and managed in ways that serve the 
overall public good. 

TAPP Project Principles:

1. Technology’s advance is inevitable, and it often brings with it much 
progress for some. Yet, progress for all is not guaranteed. We have 
an obligation to foresee the dilemmas presented by emerging 
technology and to generate solutions to them.  

2. There is no silver bullet; effective solutions to technology-induced 
public dilemmas require a mix of government regulation and 
tech-sector self-governance. The right mix can only result from 
strong and trusted linkages between the tech sector  
and government.  

3. Ensuring a future where public purpose drives innovation requires 
the next generation of tech leaders to act; we must train and inspire 
them to implement sustainable solutions and carry the torch.
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Abstract / Overview
Since the launch of sharing economy platforms like Airbnb and Uber, various 
city stakeholders—government officials, advocates, academics, and the private 
sector—have extolled the public potential of sharing economy data. Cities 
have discussed data’s value particularly in regulatory, evaluative, and policy 
contexts. Despite this, prior to 2018, only a handful of local government 
agencies had enacted policies requiring such platforms to share operational 
data with municipal officials. The emergence of micromobility in recent years 
has led to a potential sea change, with cities increasingly utilizing policy 
mechanisms to require data as a precondition for certain kinds of urban 
platforms to operate in their jurisdictions. 

Existing scholarship on platform urbanism has established the significance of 
digitally networked “platform” business models to cities, explored the impact 
and implications of platform technology deployments in urban space, and 
documented the centrality of data—both in the operations and governance 
of 21st century cities and in the production of urban platform power. This 
report builds on previous work by (1) calling attention to platform urbanism 
data sharing (PUDS) mandates as representative of a novel type of local 
government policy and (2) by offering a new theoretical account of its origins 
and ascendant significance.

I argue that platform urbanism data sharing mandates are worthy of 
examination, empirically and practically, as policy experiments with 
regulatory lessons to offer. I argue further that, politically and theoretically, 
these policies—and the debate surrounding them—reveal attitudes and 
aspirations toward oversight, digital rights, and technological sovereignty, and 
point to possible futures for data governance in the emergent smart city.

I conclude with a call for further empirical and theoretical study of platform 
urbanism data sharing policy texts. To support such work, I offer an openly 
available online resource hub and searchable database, the “Platform 
Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub” which contains over 70 data sharing 
policy documents that can be easily accessed and analyzed by public officials, 
advocates, and other practitioners, as well as by the academic community.
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Introduction: Technology 
and Public Purpose In 
City Data Governance

Technology: Data Sharing Hypothetical 
Become Not-So-Hypothetical in Cities

In the age of surveillance capitalism, we have had to consider trade offs 
and sticky questions about our societal comfort with technology company 
power and influence as well as about our own personal comfort with 
privacy and what Eric Schmitt famously called the “creepy line”1.

Many of us are intuitively uncomfortable with how much granular data 
private tech companies have about all of us and take issue with the levels 
of power and influence that data has granted them within our society with 
private “data power” often surpassing that of the public sector. So how 
would we intuitively feel if government agencies required digital platforms 
to share data in the name of democratic oversight and infrastructure? 
What if government data sharing were done securely and for public 
interest objectives, including building public knowledge of our world 
and holding technology company power to account? Would that feel 
creepy because data sharing can never truly be 100% privacy-respecting 
and such measures might bring us from surveillance capitalism toward 
the surveillance state? Or, would such programs feel reassuring, with 
government institutions justified in gathering facts and information 
needed to advance public interests?

This question of public sector access to private platform data takes specific 
shape in the context of cities, local governments, and community interests. 
Consider the following scenarios, each involving a private platform 
company operating in a city and a local government seeking data to 
achieve specific public objectives: 

1 “Eric Schmidt - “The Creepy Line” - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o-rvER6YTss     

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o-rvER6YTss
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Table 1  Business to government (B2G) city data sharing hypotheticals

A new private startup offers community residents and visitors an alternative way 
to get around town by using an app to rent an e-scooter. The scooters are stored 
on public streets and sidewalks. In order to help enforce rules like no parking zones 
and promote equitable distribution of vehicles across neighborhoods, the city 
government wants to require that the company share GPS location data revealing 
where scooters are placed, where they travel and where they are parked.  
Should the city be allowed to require agency access to this data?

A private company offers a digital marketplace allowing anyone to rent out their 
apartment as a “host” providing short-term rental accommodation. The city 
has laws restricting where such rentals are allowed and requiring registration. 
Additionally, there is a city housing department whose mission includes ensuring 
that residents have access to housing and understanding barriers to access 
including affordability. The city has trouble enforcing short term rental laws, and 
residents worry that the removal of long-term apartments from the market is 
impacting neighborhood rents. In order to ensure compliance with restrictions and 
registration requirements and understand the impacts of short-term rentals on the 
housing market, the city wants to require the company to report data about hosts, 
as well as the number, duration, and location of units rented.  
Should the city be allowed to require access to this data?

A private company connects dog walkers to dog owners in an app-based digital 
marketplace where dog owners share their addresses. The city animal-services 
department keeps a registry of dogs and requires that owners submit information 
and fees in order to better plan for needed facilities and services such as dog parks 
and dog shelters and to protect and promote public health by ensuring dogs have 
received relevant immunizations. The app voluntarily shares neighborhood-level 
heatmaps of dog residency with the city, but the city wants to require more specific, 
address-level data to cross-reference with their dog registration records and 
determine the location of unregistered dogs.  
Should the city be allowed to require access to this data?

A new private startup provides food delivery anywhere in the city via aerial drone. 
The city has permitted this service as part of a pilot trial period, but only during 
certain hours and with certain “no-fly” zones. The city requires that the company 
share real-time location data, reporting exactly where the drone is flying and what 
it is carrying in order to ensure compliance with pilot program rules and evaluate 
potential risks of food delivery items falling from the sky.  
Should the city be allowed to require access to this data?

A new augmented reality (AR) game creates a scavenger-hunt-like experience, 
directing players to various locations throughout the city to complete various tasks via 
an app. One location is in a neighborhood park that closes after dark in a residential 
area. The game continues to direct players to “check in” and complete tasks, including 
some tasks that are social in nature and often noisy, without restrictions on time 
of day, and as a result players often enter the park after hours, leading to noise 
complaints from neighbors. The city wants to require the AR game to share its point 
of interest data with them to review locations, and wants access to regularly updated 
data on player check-ins that take place outside of allowed zones or hours.  
Should the city be allowed to require access to this data?
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The answers to the left scenarios—each involving a local government 
seeking or mandating access to a platform company’s data for some public 
purpose—may not be readily apparent. From one perspective, platform 
companies are private and so is the potentially sensitive data its users 
generate. Some may argue that while governments are welcome to seek 
such information, the data is private corporate property and should be 
compensated as such. Some might argue instead that government access to 
platform data is tantamount to state surveillance and should require a high 
threshold or even a warrant before being turned over. 

On the other hand, platforms, and the coordinated activity of their 
users, impact the urban infrastructures, markets, and environments 
local government agencies oversee. Local governments have a duty to 
understand those impacts, enforce compliance with relevant rules and 
regulations, and plan projects or develop policy in ways informed by the 
relevant facts. Requiring auditing, reporting or other forms of information 
sharing from private businesses as part of a licensing, permit, or inspection 
process is commonplace in many domains for various government 
purposes. How are these scenarios any different?

This tension and incongruity lies at the heart of the debate surrounding the 
rise of “platform urbanism” and a subsequent policy response increasingly 
employed by public agencies at the local government level: the platform 
urbanism data sharing mandate.
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(Public) Purpose of this Report

In recent years, data sharing mandates have become a markedly more 
prominent local government regulatory approach for urban platforms. 
This report, representing the culmination of my research as a Technology 
and Public Purpose resident-fellow at the Harvard Kennedy School’s Belfer 
Center, seeks to understand this policy phenomenon and what we might 
learn from it. However, that understanding is not something that any one 
researcher can come to alone.

That is why I spent the bulk of my fellowship gathering and reviewing any 
and all local government platform urbanism data sharing policy mandates 
(“PUDS policies” for short) I could find, ultimately developing an open 
database and resource hub2 to share documents and text and encourage 
others to delve in and draw their own conclusions.  

This report should be viewed first and foremost as an invitation to join me 
in an important conversation, not only about PUDS policies themselves, 
but about platform oversight and about the future of data governance in 
the emergent “smart city”. I attempt to start this conversation by taking the 
reader through my own analysis and conclusions before directing them 
to the aforementioned “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub”3 to 
make their own.

My close reading and analysis of local government data sharing policy 
mandates in cities is presented in two parts. 

2 “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub,” accessed April 10, 2022,  
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/home.

3 See: “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub.”

https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/home
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• Part 1 “History and Theory” - in which I first review existing 
scholarship and trace the origins of platform data sharing mandates 
in cities to surface historical trends, ideas, and contexts that gave 
rise to this novel regulatory approach. 

• Part 2, “Policy, People, and Practice” in which I next present my 
empirical research methodology, including analysis drawing from 
close readings and comparisons of the policy texts themselves, 
supplemented with qualitative primary source research collected 
on government websites and in conversations with government 
officials and other stakeholders.

Finally, I conclude by sharing synthesized findings and recommendations, 
in a third part. 

• Part 3 “Further Findings and Final Thoughts” in which I present 
both pragmatic best practices and insights for municipal officials, 
as well as some normative thoughts and further questions about the 
big picture implications for data governance in the emergent smart 
city, including how we might work toward a responsible vision of 
an urban data commons.

In our current moment of tech skepticism, local government data sharing 
policy mandates, as obscure or esoteric as they may sound, matter. 
They matter in ways relevant to regulators in search of learnings about 
how to bring democratic accountability and government oversight to 
technology platforms; they matter for advocates seeking to protect the 
privacy rights of individuals from intrusive institutional surveillance; and 
they matter as a reflection and codification of our values and what kinds of 
digital rights, infrastructures, and (smart) cities those values might build.

I argue that data sharing policy mandates put cities on the front lines of big 
issues like these, and ultimately represent an early attempt at developing a 
more democratic data governance framework for deciding them.
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Part 1: 
History  
and  
Theory
Understanding Platform 
Data Sharing Mandates 
Through the Lens of 
Existing Scholarship and 
By Tracing its Origins

Sanborn Fire 
Insurance Map from 
Dowagiac, Cass 
County, Michigan
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Section 1.1 Existing Scholarship: 
Platform Urbanism And 
Its Impact On Cities
The field of “platform urbanism” provides relevant context for understanding 
contemporary local government data sharing mandates and why they matter.

This section provides an overview of platform urbanism, drawing from existing 
scholarship to lay out key definitions and concepts, explore impacts on cities, and 
establish the central role of data—its generation by users, its capture by platforms, 
and its potential and actual reuse by public officials.

What is Platform Urbanism?

Platform urbanism refers to the deployment of private, consumer-facing 
networked digital technologies that create marketplaces or otherwise foster 
coordinated user behaviors in the city—often intermediating the exchange  
of goods and services in ways that take advantage of urban density, infrastructure, 
and environments.

These technologies are most typified by so-called “sharing economy” or “gig 
economy” companies: ride-hail apps like Uber and Lyft, short term rental 
platforms like Airbnb and VRBO, and more recently including “micro-mobility” 
companies like Bird and Lime. However, platform urbanism can also refer more 
expansively to a broader range of companies including route planning apps like 
Waze or Google Maps, points of interest or review-based apps like Yelp, delivery 
apps like GrubHub or Seamless, fitness apps like Strava, localized social networks 
like NextDoor, dating apps like OK Cupid or Hinge, or AR games like Ingress or 
Pokemon Go, and many others that utilize digital interfaces to coordinate and/
or augment user behaviors in city space in ways variously dependent on urban 
infrastructures. As scholars of platform urbanism like Dr. Sarah Barns have noted, 
building on top of and augmenting physical urban infrastructures with new digital 
interfaces allows urban platforms to “occupy sites of growing strategic significance 
in the daily lives of cities” with the “match-making capabilities” of platforms 
playing a key role in various activities “whether for transportation, shopping, 
accommodation, dating, or simply public discourse.”4 

4 Sarah Barns, “Re-Engineering the City: Platform Ecosystems and the Capture of Urban Big Data,” Frontiers in 
Sustainable Cities 2 (2020), https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frsc.2020.00032.

https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frsc.2020.00032
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Platform Urbanism as a Distinct, More Fully 
Realized Version of the “Smart City”

Although a subcategory of “smart urbanism,” platform urbanism differs 
from other “smart city” visions and systems. Prominent technology scholar 
and critic, Jathan Sadowski categorizes platform urbanism as “more directly 
connected to consumers and interactive with users, more intent on rapid 
scaling-up via network effects and venture capital, and more antagonistic to 
government policies and incumbent industries” when compared with the 
centralized “smart city” government dashboards envisioned by companies 
like IBM or Cisco in the early 2010s or when compared to the “smart 
districts” of more recent projects, such as Sidewalk Lab’s Hudson Yards in 
Manhattan or (unrealized) Quayside district redevelopment in Toronto5 
(see also, Figure 1). Soderstrom and Mermet further distinguish platform 
urbanism on much more straightforward grounds: that it “actually exists.” 
Urban platforms, they point out, have been deployed at global scale while 
internet of things (IoT) sensors, and centralized control rooms have seen 
only limited implementation in urban space, more present in corporate 
marketing-material than in the real world.6

5 Jathan Sadowski, “Who Owns the Future City? Phases of Technological Urbanism and Shifts in 
Sovereignty,” Urban Studies 58, no. 8 (June 1, 2021): 1732–44, https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098020913427.

6 Ola Söderström and Anne-Cécile Mermet, “When Airbnb Sits in the Control Room: Platform Urbanism as 
Actually Existing Smart Urbanism in Reykjavík | Sustainable Cities,” Frontiers, Sustainable Cities, May 14, 
2020, https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsc.2020.00015/full.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098020913427
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsc.2020.00015/full
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Table 2  Phases of Technological Urbanism and Shifts in Sovereignty

Diagram of “smart city” typologies expressed by Jathan Sadowski in “Who owns the future of the city? Phases of 
technological urbanism and shifts in sovereignty”7

Smart City 
“Phase”

Example 
Companies

Description Example  
Projects

Centralized  
control room

“Governance” 
+ “Oversight”

IBM Smarter Cities

Cisco Smart Cities

Siemens Smart 
Cities

Technology solutions and software 
services sold to city governments, 
often alongside consulting services, 
for the purpose of addressing the full 
suite of urban problems with a focus 
on “data-driven” approaches that bring 
about greater efficiency of existing 
government functions via centralized 
dashboards and control rooms.

Rio de 
Janeiro 
Urban 
Control 
Room.

Platform 
urbanism

“Services” + 
“Operations”

Uber

Airbnb

Private, VC funded digital network 
technologies that directly connect  
with urban inhabitants as user/
consumers in order to intermediate 
access and delivery of urban goods  
and services by hosting supply and 
demand side markets and seeking 
to benefit from network effects and 
monopolistic control by achieving scale.

App- 
based  
on demand 
ride hail;

App-based 
short term 
rental  
booking.

Smart District

“Space” +  
Ownership”

Sidewalk Labs The development and management 
of urban neighborhoods or districts 
by global tech giants that seek to 
infuse technology into land use and 
infrastructure, in order to bring about  
a quantified and programmable city  
as a service. 

Sidewalk 
Labs -  
Toronto 
Quayside  
Smart  
District

Sidewalk  
Labs –  
NYC 
Hudson 
Yards Smart 
District

7 Sadowski, “Who Owns the Future City?”

https://hollis.harvard.edu/permalink/f/1mdq5o5/TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1177_0042098020913427
https://hollis.harvard.edu/permalink/f/1mdq5o5/TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1177_0042098020913427
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Digital Platforms, IRL Impacts: The 
Good, the Bad and the Disruptive

Since the launch of Uber and Airbnb in 2008 and 2009, platforms  
have impacted urban communities in various positive, disruptive, and negative 
ways.

Platforms have provided urban residents, workers, and visitors with user-friendly 
digital services, offering new conveniences and consumer choices, including 
new ways of navigating and traveling through cities, new options for rental 
accommodations in neighborhoods, access to new on-demand labor markets, 
access to consumer information via crowdsourced review or ranking tools, and 
new low-barrier opportunities for primary and secondary sources of income. 
Some of these services,  
such as micromobiliy, can be seen as a good in and of themselves, providing 
mobility options that have positive externalities for air quality and carbon 
emissions.

Platforms have also posed risks, driven disruptions, and brought about more 
negative externalities for the city. Such impacts include stressing or overloading 
urban infrastructures like streets and sidewalks with large fleets of vehicles; 
driving negative systemwide impacts like traffic congestion, or environmental 
impacts like automobile emissions; or disrupting important markets such as 
housing in ways that drive up costs for renters. 

Urban platforms have also raised concerns over regulatory fairness and tax 
evasion, inadequate consumer protections from scams to ensure financial and 
physical safety, labor rights of gig workers classified as contractors rather than 
employees, and concerns about surveillance capitalism and the privacy of users 
whose movements, preferences, transactions and other behaviors are increasingly 
tracked and quantified with information in the hands of yet-unproven startup 
companies like Uber, with concerning track records on appropriate handling of 
sensitive user data8 or disclosure of data breaches.9

8 “How Uber Deceives the Authorities Worldwide - The New York Times,” New York Times, accessed April 6, 2022, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/03/technology/uber-greyball-program-evade-authorities.html.

9 Bill Chappell, “Uber Pays $148 Million Over Yearlong Cover-Up Of Data Breach,” NPR, September 27, 2018, sec. 
Business, https://www.npr.org/2018/09/27/652119109/uber-pays-148-million-over-year-long-cover-up-of-data-
breach.

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/03/technology/uber-greyball-program-evade-authorities.html
https://www.npr.org/2018/09/27/652119109/uber-pays-148-million-over-year-long-cover-up-of-data-breach
https://www.npr.org/2018/09/27/652119109/uber-pays-148-million-over-year-long-cover-up-of-data-breach
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Challenges to Democratic Rule-
Making Authority and Legitimacy

Urban platforms have also disrupted existing power and legitimacy 
paradigms in cities, owing to the nature of platforms as rule-setting 
monopolies and as collectors and processors of vast quantities of urban 
data in ways that exceed state capabilities. As Sadowski and Pasquale 
describe, platform business models are uniquely premised on network 
effects and monopoly power making them “no longer market participants” 
but “market makers, able to exert regulatory control over the terms on 
which others can sell goods and services.”10 This sentiment is echoed 
and furthered by Soderstrom and Mermet who articulate the view that 
platforms’ monopolistic control of “code and data” position them as a rival 
to government rule-making authority:

…digital platforms, through their ubiquity and the control they 
have over code and data, produce a corporatism of governance 
in which platform companies are increasingly in control.11

Urban platforms then, in addition to their impacts and externalities, 
also challenge fundamental democratic notions of who decides and who 
makes the rules in cities. Who is in charge of directing traffic on city streets? 
Waze has greater ability to reach and route drivers12 than any detour 
sign installed by a department of public works or announcement from 
a transportation official. Who decides where neighborhoods are and what 
they are called? Google Maps can now rename and relabel neighborhoods 
with more authority than any planning department map or city council 
resolution (even if they get the spelling wrong)13. Who keeps track of how 
many people are in the city, how they move through it, and what points 
of interest they visit? Platform-captured location data can produce more 
accurate and up-to-date vehicle counts on city roads than the latest traffic 

10 Sadowski, “Who Owns the Future City?”

11 Söderström and Mermet, “When Airbnb Sits in the Control Room: Platform Urbanism as Actually Existing 
Smart Urbanism in Reykjavík | Sustainable Cities.”

12 Lisa W. Foderaro, “Navigation Apps Are Turning Quiet Neighborhoods Into Traffic Nightmares,” The New 
York Times, December 24, 2017, sec. New York, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/24/nyregion/traffic-
apps-gps-neighborhoods.html.

13 Jack Nicas, “As Google Maps Renames Neighborhoods, Residents Fume,” The New York Times, August 2, 
2018, sec. Technology, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/02/technology/google-maps-neighborhood-
names.html.

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/24/nyregion/traffic-apps-gps-neighborhoods.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/24/nyregion/traffic-apps-gps-neighborhoods.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/02/technology/google-maps-neighborhood-names.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/02/technology/google-maps-neighborhood-names.html
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study commissioned by the municipal engineering department and clearer 
pictures of what commercial districts and businesses people visit than 
any economic development official. Who provides mass transportation? 
Transportation network platforms like Uber and Lyft explicitly compete 
for customers with public transportation and increasingly provide core 
services like paratransit14.

To the fundamental question of Who makes the rules in the city? In 
some very real ways, “regulatory hacks” from companies like Uber and 
Airbnb have tacitly and explicitly asserted that private platforms have the 
ability to set rules previously set by democratically elected legislatures or 
publicly accountable officials, boards, or commissions—rules about where 
short-term rental businesses are allowed or how many for-hire vehicles 
should be deployed on a street or who is allowed to be a driver and what 
labor protections should apply to them. In these matters, the rules of digital 
platforms can be as relevant and authoritative as zoning laws or business 
licenses or taxi medallions or labor laws.

The Central Role of Platform Data

According to critical scholars like Soderstom and Mermet, the source 
of urban platform power is not merely the platform’s monopoly or 
rule-setting abilities, but its exclusive “control of code and data” beyond 
the capabilities of local government officials. This “datapower” they argue 
constitutes a technological and political advantage, allowing platforms 
to “reshuffl[e] the intermediation game ‘smartly’ bypassing the existing 
regulatory frameworks that have been crafted for the “physical” and not 
for the virtual world”. The result, as they describe it, is regulators helplessly 
looking on from the sidelines, unable to control or obtain the data they 
need to effectively officiate the playing field.15

14 “Expand Your Transit Services | Uber Transit,” Uber, accessed April 7, 2022, https://www.uber.com/us/en/
transit/.

15 Söderström and Mermet, “When Airbnb Sits in the Control Room: Platform Urbanism as Actually Existing 
Smart Urbanism in Reykjavík | Sustainable Cities.”

https://www.uber.com/us/en/transit/
https://www.uber.com/us/en/transit/
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For Barns, too, data plays a central role in the political power of 
urban platforms. Citing Swyngedouw, she notes that “protocols and 
infrastructures of data governance also mean that platform governance not 
only exceeds but deliberately challenges and undermines the regulatory 
capacities of state actors.” To illustrate this point, Barnes points to Uber’s 
notorious “grayball” scandal in which regulators seeking to clamp down 
on illegal drivers in cities like Boston, Portland, Paris and Las Vegas were 
identified by the Uber app and in some cases deliberately served false 
data16. She further cites Airbnb’s limited willingness to share data needed 
by regulators, arguing that urban platform data has become a key asset and 
point of leverage in an ongoing power struggle.17

Data in other words is a medium of struggle and negotiation, used 
by platforms to undermine the regulatory competency of state-based 
institutions by both limiting external access and exceeding state-based  
data competencies.

Prominent officials in New York City have vocalized agreement with 
these scholars about the central importance of platform data in regulating 
public space and key markets. Former New York City Transportation 
Commissioner Janet Sadik-Kahn described ride hail platform data as 
“essential” and confessed that with respect to the management of streets 
during her tenure “because so many companies wouldn’t share the data, 
we were flying blind”. Similarly, in a short-term rental context, New York 
City Councilmember Corey Johnston, through a spokesman, expressed his 
frustration with the city’s inability to access platform data from a certain 
homestay platform for the purpose of understanding impacts on housing 
supply and rental costs “We’re in an affordable housing crisis. We’re in a 
homelessness crisis. And [Airbnb] will not give us this data.”18

16 “How Uber Deceives the Authorities Worldwide - The New York Times.”

17 Barns, “Re-Engineering the City.”

18 Gaby Del Valle, “A Federal Judge Blocked New York’s Latest Attempt to Crack down on Airbnb,” Vox, 
January 9, 2019, https://www.vox.com/the-goods/2019/1/9/18174095/airbnb-lawsuit-new-york-city.

https://www.vox.com/the-goods/2019/1/9/18174095/airbnb-lawsuit-new-york-city
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Platform Urbanism Sets the Stage 
for Data Mandates in Cities

This section’s review of existing scholarship and trends in smart urbanism 
and platform studies underscores the importance of platform urbanism 
to the emergence of the “actualized” smart city and demonstrates urban 
platforms’ increasing relevance in the everyday lives of city residents, 
workers, and visitors. Further examination and discussion with city 
officials reveal the impacts of the deployment of urban platforms as well 
as the central role of data in producing platform power and legitimacy—
including as an asset to be leveraged and withheld to protect this power.

These preconditions lay the groundwork for the development of access 
to platform data as a key local government policy objective, and for the 
emergence of platform data sharing mandates as a novel, influential, and 
controversial regulatory approach.

In the next section I provide further detail on the development of access to 
platform data as a local government policy objective. 
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Section 1.2 Tracing The Origins 
Of Platform Data Sharing 
Policy Mandates In Cities

A Decade into the Sharing Economy, 
Cities Start Mandating Data

For the first ten years of the sharing economy’s presence in cities, between 
2008 and 2018, local governments valued and even sought platform data, 
but formal policies requiring access were rare. In my team’s research 
aggregating as many such policies as we could find, only six local 
agencies—all large, relatively wealthy markets and typical “early adopter” 
cities or states—had enacted data mandates (see figure 2), for a cumulative 
rate of less than 1 policy per year across all agencies. 

Table 3  Local Governments with sharing economy platform data sharing mandates 
enacted 2008 - 2018

Local Government Enacting Agency or Department(s)

State of California Public Utility Commission

City of Chicago City Council, Business Affairs and Consumer Protection

New York City Taxi and Limousine Commission

City of Seattle City Council

City of Boston City Council

Amsterdam Alderman for Housing
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This all changed starting in 2018, when that average shot up an order of 
magnitude to around 15 per year, and policy adoption has stayed at that 
rate since, expanding the number of agencies with at least one data sharing 
mandate to over 40 by 2021.

Figure 1.  Number of observed Local Government Platform Urbanism Data 
Sharing (PUDS) Policies Enacted per Year. The chart shows a 
significant increase in PUDS policies enacted by local government 
agencies beginning in 2018.

The age of the data sharing mandate has arrived for platform urbanism. 
But before we delve into the specific factors that precipitated this recent 
uptick in cities implementing this regulatory approach, we will start by 
considering the broader origins that set the stage in the first place. 

https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/be5446c3-0e9f-43bf-a49b-4053f87a5590#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/be5446c3-0e9f-43bf-a49b-4053f87a5590#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
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Understanding the Evolution

Data sharing policy mandates did not emerge as a regulatory approach 
overnight, but evolved from existing trends and conditions, notably 
including the concept of “corporate data philanthropy” which I argue 
constitutes a key precursor. This section of the report provides a 
narrative of that roughly decade long evolution for the field. Intended 
not as authoritative “history” but rather as a theory of development for 
platform urbanism data sharing, this account is nonetheless informed by 
contemporaneous sources illustrating prominent trends and approaches 
to urban data, by primary and secondary source conversations with city 
officials, and from meta-analysis of platform data sharing policies.

The narrative covered begins with a power shift in urban information 
processing, with “big data” and mobile technologies leading the private 
sector to far surpass local government capabilities as an authoritative 
source of civic information about the city. Calls for “data philanthropy” 
articulated a vision for data sharing for public benefit but relied on 
corporate good will. Some platforms did voluntarily offer data under this 
vision precluding perceived need for formal mandates. This gave cities a 
first taste of platform data and set the stage for the evolution of limited 
data sharing polices in “early adopter” agencies with the market leverage 
to target ride-hail and short-term rental platforms like Uber and Airbnb. 
Finally, this narrative will bring us to the present explosion of data sharing 
mandates across US cities and beyond, particularly in the domain of 
micromobility, and consider the more acute factors that enabled it.

Let’s dive in.
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Big Data and a “Data Philanthropy” 
Vision for Public Good

Before cities sought access to data with policy, they relied on corporate 
largess. The rise of “big data” in the private sector and the “datafication” of 
the modern economy gave rise to a vision of “data philanthropy” that—as 
a notable and early expression of the public value of privately collected 
data—played a critical role in setting the stage for platform urbanism data 
sharing policy mandates.

As technology advanced, more and more of the world’s structured 
information was increasingly held by private sector actors whose economic 
models incentivized data capture. Writing about these trends in the 
Harvard Business Review in 2014, prominent civic technologist Matt 
Stempeck described that “the information revolution has helped the private 
sector speed ahead [of the public sector] in data aggregation, analysis, and 
applications”19 with Kirkpatrick warning, “it would be a massive oversight 
if the public sector got left behind”20. 

No less a body than the United Nations felt the need to respond to this 
imbalanced data dynamic. In 2009, recognizing that traditional public 
interest tools “cannot keep up”, UN Secretary General Bahn-Ki Moon 
established the Global Pulse Initiative21, as an “R&D Lab” to explore whether 
big data from the private sector could help “make policymaking more 
agile and responsive”22. Within a few years, Global Pulse Director Robert 
Kirkpatrick would write that “the evidence is growing that it can.”23

Global Pulse was on to something, and in 2011 at the World Economic 
Forum meeting of global leaders in Davos, Switzerland, they coined 

19 Matt Stempeck, “Sharing Data Is a Form of Corporate Philanthropy,” Harvard Business Review, July 24, 
2014, https://hbr.org/2014/07/sharing-data-is-a-form-of-corporate-philanthropy.

20 Robert Kirkpatrick, “A New Type of Philanthropy: Donating Data,” Harvard Business Review, March 21, 2013, 
https://hbr.org/2013/03/a-new-type-of-philanthropy-don.

21 Steve Lohr, “Searching Big Data for ‘Digital Smoke Signals,’” The New York Times, August 7, 2013, sec. 
Technology, https://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/08/technology/development-groups-tap-big-data-to-
direct-humanitarian-aid.html.

22 Kirkpatrick, “A New Type of Philanthropy.”

23 Kirkpatrick.

https://hbr.org/2014/07/sharing-data-is-a-form-of-corporate-philanthropy
https://hbr.org/2013/03/a-new-type-of-philanthropy-don
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/08/technology/development-groups-tap-big-data-to-direct-humanitarian-aid.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/08/technology/development-groups-tap-big-data-to-direct-humanitarian-aid.html
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the term “corporate data philanthropy”24. Writing in 2013, Kirkpatrick 
defines this term as “the idea that the private sector ‘holders’ of Big Data 
can make this valuable resource available to the public” contributing to 
a “data commons” that doesn’t “compromise competitiveness” and that 
“fully protects privacy in the process”25. This definition contained a vision. 
“What we need,” he wrote, “is action that goes beyond corporate social 
responsibility. We need Big Data to be treated as a public good.”26 

“What we need is action that goes beyond corporate social 
responsibility. We need Big Data to be treated as a public good.”

  -Robert Kirkpatrick, Director, UN Global Pulse

Kirkpatrick felt the enactment of this vision was imperative, and in 
addition to calling for private sector “leadership” and “courage” he  
named the specific need for “new regulatory frameworks, innovative 
policies, and fresh thinking about how public-private partnerships can  
work” (emphasis added). 27

Amazingly, Kirkpatrick’s words could apply almost verbatim to the 
present-day conversation about platform urbanism data sharing mandates 
a decade later, marking one of the earliest calls for public policy in this 
context and presciently spelling out some of the core tensions concerning 
corporate resistance and concerns about competitiveness and privacy that 
we are still left grappling with today.

24 “Mapping the Next Frontier of Open Data: Corporate Data Sharing | by Stefaan G. Verhulst | Internet 
Monitor 2014: Data and Privacy | Medium,” accessed April 6, 2022, https://medium.com/internet-monitor-
2014-data-and-privacy/mapping-the-next-frontier-of-open-data-corporate-data-sharing-73b2143878d2.

25 Kirkpatrick, “A New Type of Philanthropy.”

26 Kirkpatrick.

27 Kirkpatrick.

https://medium.com/internet-monitor-2014-data-and-privacy/mapping-the-next-frontier-of-open-data-corporate-data-sharing-73b2143878d2
https://medium.com/internet-monitor-2014-data-and-privacy/mapping-the-next-frontier-of-open-data-corporate-data-sharing-73b2143878d2
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The Data Philanthropy Vision Goes Local

While the UN was thinking about these trends on the global scale, they 
applied acutely in cities. With the launch of the iPhone, and Apple’s app 
store, new mobile smartphone technologies were permeating urban space 
in ways never before seen, paving the way for urban platforms, such as 
Airbnb (launched in 2008) and Uber (launched in 2009). These apps and 
other mobile technologies produced massive troves of information about 
the city, but a vastly disproportionate share of it was in private hands. The 
city was eager for Global Pulse’s concept of data philanthropy.

Advocates and thought-leaders had taken note of Kirkpatrick’s vision for 
building a public data commons with private big data, and in July of 2014, 
Global Pulse partnered with the non-profit think tank Data and Society to 
convene experts from the private sector, academia, civil society, law, and 
philanthropy for a “Responsible Data Forum on the topic of private sector 
data sharing” at the Rockefeller Foundation in New York City.28 

Figure 2.  Screenshot from Data & Society’s “Responsible Data Forum on Private 
Sector Data Sharing”29event website.

28 “Responsible Data Forum on Private Sector Data Sharing,” Data & Society, accessed April 7, 2022, https://
datasociety.net/announcements/2014/08/25/responsible-data-forum-on-private-sector-data-sharing/.

29 “Responsible Data Forum on Private Sector Data Sharing.”

http://datasociet.net/announcements/2014/08/25/responsible-data-forum-on-private-sector-data-sharing/
https://datasociety.net/announcements/2014/08/25/responsible-data-forum-on-private-sector-data-sharing/
https://datasociety.net/announcements/2014/08/25/responsible-data-forum-on-private-sector-data-sharing/
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That same month, Stempeck, one of the convening’s attendees30, authored 
an article in Harvard Business review entitled “Sharing Data Is a Form of 
Corporate Philanthropy” in which he names cities, and sharing economy 
urban platforms in particular, as representing a key opportunity for the use 
of private sector big data for public good, asking “what if sharing economy 
companies shared their real-time housing, transit, and economic data with 
city governments or public interest groups?”31

Just a few months later, the National League of Cities, having conducted 
interviews with a sample of local government officials from cities across 
the country, published a report entitled “Cities, The Sharing Economy 
and What’s Next’’.32 The report explores data sharing as a priority for 
cities and makes clear that city officials saw data as a key benefit of 
sharing economy platform deployments—and of crucial importance for 
government objectives like program operation and compliance, economic 
impact evaluation, equity, transportation planning, and policymaking.33 
The report further suggests that this viewpoint came at least in part from 
sharing economy platforms themselves who were quick to point to the 
potential public benefit of their data as a persuasive argument in support of 
allowing their operations.34 

30 Matt Stempeck, “Why Use Private Data for Public Good,” Matt Stempeck (blog), August 11, 2014, https://
www.mattstempeck.com/2014/08/11/why-use-private-data-for-public-good/. 

31 Stempeck, “Sharing Data Is a Form of Corporate Philanthropy.”

32 “Cities, the Sharing Economy, and What’s Next,” National League of Cities, accessed April 5, 2022, https://
www.nlc.org/resource/cities-the-sharing-economy-and-whats-next/.

33 “Cities, the Sharing Economy, and What’s Next.”

34 “Cities, the Sharing Economy, and What’s Next.”

https://www.mattstempeck.com/2014/08/11/why-use-private-data-for-public-good/
https://www.mattstempeck.com/2014/08/11/why-use-private-data-for-public-good/
https://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-the-sharing-economy-and-whats-next/
https://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-the-sharing-economy-and-whats-next/
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Figure 3.  Screenshot from National League of Cities report, “Cities, the Sharing 

Economy, and What’s Next”35

Despite the urgency with which the report describes cities’ need for data, 
the data sharing vision of cities interviewed was framed in the spirit of 
data philanthropy as a “win-win” for the public and private sectors, with 
little need for consternation or demands.36 In line with this sentiment, 
cities such as Washington, DC declined to include data requirements 
in legislation regulating sharing economy platforms, and, similarly, 
cities like Seattle and Austin described an aspirational desire to develop 
and enter into merely voluntary data sharing agreements with urban 
platforms.37 For private data sharing for public good to come to cities, it 
would arrive not in the form of public policy mandates, but as corporate 
philanthropy.

35 “Cities, the Sharing Economy, and What’s Next.”

36 Andreas Pawelke, “Data Philanthropy: Where Are We Now?,” UN Global Pulse (blog), May 8, 2013, https://
www.unglobalpulse.org/2013/05/data-philanthropy-where-are-we-now/.

37 “Cities, the Sharing Economy, and What’s Next.”

http://www.nlc.org/resource/cities-the-sharing-economy-and-whats-next/
https://www.unglobalpulse.org/2013/05/data-philanthropy-where-are-we-now/
https://www.unglobalpulse.org/2013/05/data-philanthropy-where-are-we-now/
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Urban Platform Data Philanthropy in 
Action: Strava Metro and Waze CCP

Platforms were paying attention to this conversation and soon began 
leveraging their data externally as a source of charity through which 
they might provide public benefit or at least curry political favor while 
advancing public relations objectives. Whatever the motive, before cities 
were demanding data via regulations, urban platforms began to flex their 
newfound data-derived power and influence by sharing data voluntarily, on 
their terms. This gave local governments a first taste of the civic potential of 
platform data, serving as an important precursor to data sharing mandates.

Figure 4.  Waze launched its “Connected Citizens Program (Waze CCP)” to 
provide “Data for Cities” in October of 2014. It has since rebranded to 

“Waze for Cities (W4C)”. Screenshot from “Waze for Cities” website.38

Social fitness app, Strava, and crowdsourced navigation app Waze both 
launched voluntary data sharing programs in 2014., “Strava Metro” and 
“Waze Connected Citizens Program (CCP)”, respectively, that together 
illustrate the data philanthropy trend within platform urbanism. 

Strava first began publishing open data in 2013 as an experiment via its 
“global heat map” visualization39. City transportation officials soon took 
notice, expressing interest in using the heatmap’s bike and pedestrian 
commuting patterns for planning purposes such as justifying new bike 
lanes along popular routes or evaluating impacts of multimodal street 

38 “Driving Directions, Traffic Reports & Carpool Rideshares by Waze,” accessed May 17, 2022, https://www.
waze.com/wazeforcities/.

39 Kelsey Campbell-Dollaghan, “How Strava, The App For Athletes, Became An App For Cities,” Fast 
Company, November 1, 2017, https://www.fastcompany.com/90149130/strava-the-app-for-athletes-is-
becoming-an-app-for-cities.

http://www.waze.com/wazeforcities
https://www.waze.com/wazeforcities/
https://www.waze.com/wazeforcities/
https://www.fastcompany.com/90149130/strava-the-app-for-athletes-is-becoming-an-app-for-cities
https://www.fastcompany.com/90149130/strava-the-app-for-athletes-is-becoming-an-app-for-cities
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interventions. However, to realize those objectives, officials needed more 
granular access and began asking Strava for a deeper dive into the data behind 
the map.40 As a result of this interest Strava launched its “Strava Metro” 
program in May of 2014 and began selling licenses to its data as a subscription 
service, working with 30 local government agencies within the first year and 
with over 125 agencies in the next three.41

Figure 5.  Screenshot of Strava Global Heatmap42

Similarly, Waze launched its Connected Citizens Program (CCP) in October 
2014, offering its crowdsourced incident and traffic data to help with agency 
objectives like improving traffic accident response times and better managing 
street congestion43. Unlike Strava Metro, Waze CCP was free for agencies, 
but administered via a selective application process. In an interesting early 
example of public-private data exchange, agencies were also required to share 
construction and street closure data with the Waze app. The program launched 
with 10 local government partners across the globe, including Rio de Janeiro, 
Barcelona, Jakarta, Tel Aviv, and Boston, and within the first few years, dozens 
more public agencies would participate with public sector demand, soon 
exceeding Waze’s ability to provide support to every interested city44.

40 Campbell-Dollaghan.

41 Campbell-Dollaghan.

42 “Strava Global Heatmap,” Strava, accessed May 17, 2022, https://www.strava.com/heatmap.

43 “Waze for Cities - Wazeopedia,” accessed April 7, 2022, https://wazeopedia.waze.com/wiki/USA/Waze_for_
Cities.

44 Weiss, Mitchell, and Alissa Davies. “Waze Connected Citizens Program.” Harvard Business School Case 817-035, 
June 2017.

https://www.strava.com/heatmap
https://wazeopedia.waze.com/wiki/USA/Waze_for_Cities
https://wazeopedia.waze.com/wiki/USA/Waze_for_Cities
http://hbr.org/product/Waze-Connected-Citizens-P/an/817035-PDF-ENG
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Figure 6.  Screenshot of an overview of the platform data available to cities via 
the “Waze for cities” program, (formerly Waze CCP)45

These programs illustrate various approaches to corporate data sharing, 
including open data (the Strava Global Heatmap), data sharing with select 
local governments (Waze CCP), and data access offered as a subscription 
product targeted at government (Strava Metro). All three models make 
power dynamics clear. City officials, in some cases still using manual tools 
for instance to conduct traffic counts or otherwise “flying blind” without 
data, lined up showing the extent of public sector desperation for data and 
lack of leverage in how they might get it. In the context of this imbalanced 
negotiation, platforms determined the conditions of agency access, 
positioning granular data firmly as a private commodity for which agencies 
must apply, barter, or pay. 

45 “Waze for Cities - Wazeopedia.”

https://web-assets.waze.com/cms/Waze%20for%20Cities-Two-Pager_DIGITAL_Final.pdf
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Figure 7.  Strava Metro’s home page encourages cities to “Apply”.46 The Strava 
Metro program moved away from a paid subscription model in 2020 
and is now, like Waze CCP / W4C, free for city transportation officials 
selected via an application process.

Data Sharing on Uber’s Terms 

At around the same time as the launch of Strava Metro and Waze CCP, 
the most prominent sharing economy urban platform, Uber, also began 
voluntarily sharing data with cities. In January of 2015, Uber announced 
it had negotiated a data sharing agreement with the City of Boston and 
would share “anonymous data about the duration, general locations, and 
times of rides that start or end in the city”.47 Although lauded by public 
officials at the time, this initiative again illustrates the limitations of the 
data philanthropy model for local governments. Boston’s then Chief 
Information Officer, Jascha Franklin-Hodge, would later admit that the 
highly summarized data shared by Uber only at the zip code level and only 
on a quarterly basis was “essentially useless” for the objectives the city had 
in mind. Tellingly, voluntary data sharing with Boston was announced just 
one week after Uber refused to furnish ridership data newly required by 
New York City’s Taxi and Limousine Commission, suggesting a desire to 
retain control of data sharing by bolstering the data philanthropy model  
as an alternative to agency policy mandates.48

46 “Strava Metro Home,” accessed May 17, 2022, https://metro.strava.com/.

47 “In First, Uber to Share Ride Data with Boston - The Boston Globe,” accessed April 6, 
2022, https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2015/01/13/uber-share-ridership-data-with-
boston/4Klo40KZREtQ7jkoaZjoNN/story.html.

48 “In First, Uber to Share Ride Data with Boston - The Boston Globe.”

https://metro.strava.com/
https://metro.strava.com/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2015/01/13/uber-share-ridership-data-with-boston/4Klo40KZREtQ7jkoaZjoNN/story.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2015/01/13/uber-share-ridership-data-with-boston/4Klo40KZREtQ7jkoaZjoNN/story.html
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Uber entered into similar voluntary data sharing agreements with 
other cities and eventually productized the way it would share highly 
summarized data, launching its Uber Movement interface, a dashboard 
intended for city transportation officials, in January 2017. This tool 
received much the same reaction as the data sharing agreement in 
Boston, with some praising the company’s proactive transparency and 
commitment to privacy via data aggregation, and others more critical of 
Uber Movement’s inability to meet the needs of common government use 
cases for ride-hail data. Many in this latter camp were also skeptical of the 
program as an attempt to preserve platform control by extending the data 
philanthropy era’s emphasis on voluntary private sector data sharing over 
government mandates.

Figure 8.  A screenshot of Uber’s “Movement” platform published as part  
of the company’s press release in January 2017. 

https://movement.uber.com/
https://www.uber.com/newsroom/introducing-uber-movement-2/


28 Towards Urban Data Commons? On the Origins and Significance of Platform Data Sharing Mandates

Early mandates: Select Cities Seek Data 
with Public Policy, While Platforms Resist

Even during the era of “data philanthropy” certain cities started to 
expect access to sharing economy platform data, increasingly feeling the 
shortcomings of a voluntary “corporate charity” approach. However, in 
these early days, sharing economy platforms that had built a brand on 
“regulatory hacking” were often still heralded by members of the public, 
not as harmful rule breakers, but as bringing revolutionary and needed 
services to urban residents and visitors. Data philanthropy approaches had 
helped platforms enhance this good will with reputations as innovative 
data philanthropists donating data for the public good, despite not actually 
sharing data on public agency terms. 

With perceived public support, when local governments sought data, 
platforms did not always play nice, and cities—who still often lagged in 
leverage and in technical expertise—did not always feel they could prevail 
in the politics of data. As a result, only a few cities were able to enact 
regulations mandating data sharing. In my team’s research aggregating 
as many such policies as we could, we were only able to find data sharing 
policy mandates from six local governments prior to 2018: California’s 
Public Utility Commission, Chicago, Seattle, New York, Boston, and 
Amsterdam—all large, relatively wealthy markets and typical “early 
adopter” cities or states.

Even policies from these “superstar” cities and states did not come without 
significant resistance. The California Public Utilities Commission became 
the first agency to mandate ride hail platform data reporting, enacting 
their policy in December of 2012. Tellingly, Uber refused to comply, 
citing concerns over driver privacy, and was fined over $7M49. In 2016, 
New York City’s Taxi and Limousine Commission proposed a rule change 

49 Victor Ngo, “Transportation Network Companies and the Ridesourcing Industry: A Review of Impacts and 
Emerging Regulatory Frameworks for Uber” (Vancouver: Greenest City Scholars Program, October 2015), 
https://learn.sharedusemobilitycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/policy-documents-4/Transportation%20
Network%20Companies%20and%20the%20Ridesourcing%20Industry%20-%20Victor%20Ngo%20-%20
Public.pdf.

https://learn.sharedusemobilitycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/policy-documents-4/Transportation%20Network%20Companies%20and%20the%20Ridesourcing%20Industry%20-%20Victor%20Ngo%20-%20Public.pdf
https://learn.sharedusemobilitycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/policy-documents-4/Transportation%20Network%20Companies%20and%20the%20Ridesourcing%20Industry%20-%20Victor%20Ngo%20-%20Public.pdf
https://learn.sharedusemobilitycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/policy-documents-4/Transportation%20Network%20Companies%20and%20the%20Ridesourcing%20Industry%20-%20Victor%20Ngo%20-%20Public.pdf
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that would require additional data from ride hailing companies50. This 
included data to help enforce new caps on the number of hours in a day 
that a driver could work, passed in response to concerns about public 
safety following fatal crashes involving fatigued drivers. In response, Uber 
flexed its political might, sending an email to its users warning of privacy 
and surveillance risks and taking to social media where they coordinated a 
campaign using the hashtag #TLCDontTrackMe.51

Figures 9 & 10  Uber sends an email to customers (left) stressing privacy risks 
and stating that “New York City doesn’t need this data”. Uber’s 
email to customers also encouraged social media posts with the 
#TLCDontTrackMe hashtag, opposing the proposed data sharing 
rule. Responding to this, academic researcher and transportation 
advocate Yonah Freemark chimes in on the data debate with 
a  tweet (right) noting the importance of data for planning and 
decrying “misleading information” sent by Uber to customers. 

50 Beatriz Botero Arcila, “The Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances,” SSRN Scholarly Paper 
(Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, April 1, 2021), https://papers.ssrn.com/
abstract=3817894.”plainCitation”:”Beatriz Botero Arcila, “The Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances,” 
SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, April 1, 2021

51 Caroline O’Donovan, “Uber Sent A Creepy Email To NY Riders Ahead Of City Hearing,” BuzzFeed News, 
accessed April 11, 2022, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/carolineodonovan/uber-creepy-email-nyc-
plan-to-track-rides.

https://twitter.com/yfreemark/status/816694025591934976?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E816694025591934976%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.buzzfeednews.com%2Farticle%2Fcarolineodonovan%2Fuber-creepy-email-nyc-plan-to-track-rides
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3817894
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3817894
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/carolineodonovan/uber-creepy-email-nyc-plan-to-track-rides
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/carolineodonovan/uber-creepy-email-nyc-plan-to-track-rides
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Similarly in 2018, in response to New York City’s Local Law 146 that 
included data sharing requirements for short-term rental platforms, 
Airbnb and HomeAway sued the city52. Airbnb also sued Boston that 
same year over a more narrowly tailored data sharing provisions in its 
short-term rental policy,53 calling those provisions “Orwellian”54. In both 
cases Airbnb cited privacy of its users and of its proprietary business 
information55. If the model of data sharing only under platform terms was 
going to end, clearly it would not end without a fight.

Techlash and the Sharing Economy

When Uber and Airbnb first hit the scene in 2009, we were in a very different 
cultural environment. Many residents felt lucky or even grateful to have 
sharing economy platforms operating in their cities, and were hesitant about, 
if not outright critical of attempts by local governments to interfere with the 
arrival of desired services like app-based ride-hail and short-term rental.

But since 2012 when the first local government platform data sharing 
mandate was enacted in California, the events of the “techlash”, including 
national news stories about personal data leaks and misinformation at 
platforms like Facebook have eroded such positive sentiments: according 
to the Edelman Trust Barometer, trust in the tech sector has fallen from 
78% in 2012 to just 57% in 2021 among the US public.56

52 Botero Arcila, “The Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances.”

53 Botero Arcila, 

54 “Airbnb Sues Boston Over Short-Term Rental Rules,” accessed April 24, 2022, https://www.wbur.org/
news/2018/11/13/airbnb-boston-lawsuit.

55 Botero Arcila, “The Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances.”

56 Darrell M. West, “Techlash Continues to Batter Technology Sector,” Brookings (blog), April 2, 2021, https://
www.brookings.edu/blog/techtank/2021/04/02/techlash-continues-to-batter-technology-sector/.

https://www.wbur.org/news/2018/11/13/airbnb-boston-lawsuit
https://www.wbur.org/news/2018/11/13/airbnb-boston-lawsuit
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/techtank/2021/04/02/techlash-continues-to-batter-technology-sector/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/techtank/2021/04/02/techlash-continues-to-batter-technology-sector/
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Figure 11.  The Edelman Trust Barometer shows that trust in the tech sector has 
fallen from 78% in 2012 to 57% in 2021 among the US public.57

More generally, the public has become much more skeptical of the impact 
of technology platforms on democracy—and skeptical of the gig economy 
in particular. High profile scandals at Uber, including the revelation of 
inappropriate user surveillance via a “God View” as well as the generally 
toxic work culture that led to the resignation of founding CEO Travis 
Kalanick in 2017. These kinds of scandals, coupled with growing 
awareness of issues like gig-economy worker labor exploitation, also left an 
impression on the public, tarnishing the reputation of Uber, and to a lesser, 
but still palpable extent, of the sharing economy sector as a whole. With 
the public’s calls for more government oversight over technology in the 
zeitgeist, local governments have felt more empowered to demand sharing 
economy platform data.

Perhaps this zeitgeist was relevant to the outcomes of the #NYCDontTrackMe 
and Airbnb’s lawsuits in Boston and New York. After incorporating some 
of the feedback from privacy advocates, TLC’s proposed rule change 
passed in public hearing, allowing the agency to enact its data sharing 
requirements and begin receiving additional data from ride-hail platforms. 

57 West.
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Similarly, after Airbnb’s challenge to local law 146 saw initial success in 
court during the Airbnb vs. New York City case, the city later flexed its 
regulatory might, issuing subpoenas against Airbnb and HomeAway and a 
judge then ordered the companies to turn over their data.58 New York and 
Airbnb eventually reached an agreement in which anonymized platform 
information is periodically shared with public officials. Likewise in Boston, 
a settlement was reached in 2019 through which Airbnb has become more 
cooperative with short term rental restrictions and regularly shares data 
with the city.59

Dockless Micromobility and Post 
Tech-Lash Municipalism: Cities Band 
Together and Demand Data

In a post-techlash world, cities have had more political leverage and 
public support to take on platform urbanism. The arrival of dockless 
micromobility as a new entrant into the sharing economy also gave cities 
more practical leverage: it is a lot easier to impound a bike or scooter than 
it is to seize an automobile or apartment. Learning lessons from their 
experiences with Uber and Airbnb, and more experienced with utilizing 
open data standards like the General Bike Feed Specification (GBFS), local 
government officials passed regulations seeking data. The Los Angeles 
Department of Transportation (LADOT)’s development of the Mobility 
Data Specification and the emergence of the Open Mobility Foundation 
(OMF) to maintain and support not only that technical standard, but 
also that broader regulatory approach helped spread a stronger, more 
technically sophisticated form of data sharing mandate to cities across the 
country and internationally. It also alarmed privacy activists and reignited 
existing fights over corporate platform data, bring high profile lawsuits and 
continued debate.

58 Botero Arcila, “The Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances.”

59 Paris Martineau, “Airbnb Starts to Play Nice With Cities,” Wired, accessed April 11, 2022, https://www.wired.
com/story/airbnb-starts-play-nice-cities/.

https://www.wired.com/story/airbnb-starts-play-nice-cities/
https://www.wired.com/story/airbnb-starts-play-nice-cities/


33Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs | Harvard Kennedy School

Arrival of Micromobility and an Explosion 
of the Data Sharing Approach

Since the first introduction of shared fleets of dockless personal mobility 
vehicles that can be rented with an app on city streets in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, now known in the industry as “micromobility”, cities have been 
requiring data sharing like never before. Since 2018, over 55 individual 
policies have been enacted in over 35 unique public agencies, accounting 
for over 70% of total data sharing policies identified and covering over 
three quarters of all cities with at least one data sharing policy requirement.

A number of factors help to explain this phenomenon, including increased 
city leverage, a lack of public trust in platforms, new public sector technical 
competencies, and organized municipalism.

City Leverage

Compared to their position during the arrival of Uber and Airbnb, cities 
had important new leverage when it came to micromobility platforms 
and their fleets. In addition to the political leverage cities had gained in a 
post tech-lash world, micromobility also gave cities a newfound physical 
leverage over sharing economy platforms. Unlike an automobile owned 
by an individual used for ride hail or a house or apartment used for short 
term rentals, bikes or scooters owned by a startup left unaccompanied on 
city streets are physically smaller and owned by a single entity, the platform 
company, rather than by a myriad of users. As a result, these assets can 
be easily and legitimately confiscated by a city public works department, 
providing a “stick” to bring companies to the negotiating table and ensure 
compliance, including with data-sharing asks.

“Fool me twice” - Unrealized Visions and Undisclosed harms

As noted by Botero Arcila, many city officials felt the experience of déjà vu 
when micromobility operators arrived and deployed large fleets of bikes 
and scooters on city streets and sidewalks, recalling the disruptions of the 
sharing economy’s first wave60. These memories of both unrealized visions 

60 Botero Arcila, “The Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances.”
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and undisclosed harms, especially from ride-hail platforms bolstered local 
government’s willingness to stand firm on various regulatory requirements, 
including on data.

Uber and Lyft had told local governments and the public that their 
platforms would save our cities, supporting public transit by allowing users 
to forego car ownership, and reducing traffic and emissions in the process. 
It turns out, none of that was true. Not only were city officials unable to 
verify claims of benefit, but they were also unable to see the extent of 
harms like increased emissions and traffic, and decreased public transit 
ridership. The sentiment among city officials is that both they and the 
public would have known a lot sooner if cities had had the data to measure 
and evaluate61. By the time scooters came to town, cities had learned this 
lesson and asked for the data up front.

New Technical Capabilities - Open Data Standards and APIs 

Local governments had become more technically savvy in the decade 
between the launch of ride-hail and the arrival of micromobility platforms 
on city streets. Two data standards provide context for how city use of and 
growing familiarity with technology strengthened their ability to require 
access to data.

General Bike Feed Specification (GBFS) - The General Bike Feed 
Specification (GBFS) was developed and launched by the North American 
Bikeshare Association (NABSA) in 2015 as a “read-only” open data feed 
through which bike share providers could share a real-time snapshot of 
the system status—the location and availability of system vehicles not 
currently being ridden—in a uniform format publicly available online. 
With it, many civic technologists and city transportation departments 
began utilizing private sector generated bike share open data for the first 
time, often accessing this data via a dynamic application program interface 
(API) connection. This experience demonstrated the power of business 
to government (B2G) data sharing, including real-time data sharing, 

61 K. Casey Strong, “When Apps Pollute: Regulating Transportation Network Companies to Maximize 
Environmental Benefits,” University of Colorado Law Review 86 (March 29, 2015), https://lawreview-dev.
cu.law/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/12.-86.3-Strong_Final.pdf. “Volume 86 – University of Colorado Law 
Review,” accessed April 11, 2022, https://lawreview.colorado.edu/volume-86-2/.

https://lawreview-dev.cu.law/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/12.-86.3-Strong_Final.pdf
https://lawreview-dev.cu.law/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/12.-86.3-Strong_Final.pdf
https://lawreview.colorado.edu/volume-86-2/
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in a digital platform context and helped reset government expectations 
and visions for the possible, laying some groundwork for data sharing 
requirements on micromobility platforms.

Mobility Data Standard (MDS) - One hurdle for platform data sharing 
had been a technical protocol for data exchange that could provide insights 
beyond GBFS. This changed in 2018 when the Los Angeles Department 
of Transportation developed the Mobility Data Specification (MDS)62 
and required that micromobility companies utilize MDS to share near 
real-time vehicle status and trip data via API as a condition of participating 
in the city’s “One Year Dockless Mobility Pilot”63. While Los Angeles was 
able to leverage its size and prominence to require data, the development 
of MDS set the standard, literally, for other cities, and gave them a 
ready-made technical solution to point to, thus lowering the barriers 
when designing their own data sharing requirements. The availability of 
MDS as an open standard (something that wasn’t available when Uber or 
Airbnb first launched and came to prominence) likely had an impact on 
local governments’ willingness and ability to respond to micromobility 
deployments with data mandates.

62 The development of the Mobility Data Specification in 2018 was initiated by LADOT in consultation with 
Ellis & Associates, a contractor that first recommended ‘standardization of data practices to enable 
more effective regulation’ in a strategic plan prepared for the city. Ellis & Associates was later acquired 
by Lacuna Technologies, a startup founded to help cities implement MDS. MDS’s origins in the private 
consulting world and Lacuna’s continued involvement in its governance as part of OMF have been the topic 
of criticism, a full accounting of which is outside the scope of this report. See: Bliss, L. (2020, February 
21). “This City Was Sick of Tech Disruptors. So It Decided to Become One.” Bloomberg.Com. https://www.
bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-21/as-l-a-plays-tech-disruptor-uber-fights-back

63 Emmett Z. (Emmett Zane) McKinney, “Code Shift : Data, Governance, and Equity in Los Angeles’s 
Shared Mobility Pilots” (Thesis, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2020), https://dspace.mit.edu/
handle/1721.1/127621.2020

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-21/as-l-a-plays-tech-disruptor-uber-fights-back
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-21/as-l-a-plays-tech-disruptor-uber-fights-back
https://dspace.mit.edu/handle/1721.1/127621.2020
https://dspace.mit.edu/handle/1721.1/127621.2020
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Figure 12.  The Mobility Data Specification (MDS) is a data exchange protocol 
through which cities can access data from mobility operators and 
can also share data with them. Graphic from the Open Mobility 
Foundation’s “About MDS” website64 

Coordinated Municipalism

Beyond the technical standard itself, the Mobility Data Specification also 
gave rise to a non-profit, the Open Mobility Foundation (OMF) that has 
played a large role in organizing local governments and helping them 
work together on a more coordinated response to micromobility platforms 
since its founding in 2019, which includes helping to spread MDS and the 
policies that mandate data sharing. OMF’s members now include over 40 
public sector agencies and over 130 cities and other public agencies have 
used MDS globally according to OMF’s website.65

While OMF is specific to the transportation sector, cities are banding 
together around issues of data and technology more broadly as well. In 
November of 2018 the City of Barcelona founded the Cities Coalition for 
Digital Rights, along with its two founding partners the City of Amsterdam 

64 “About MDS | Open Mobility Foundation,” September 11, 2020, https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/
about-mds/.

65 “Who Is Using MDS? | Open Mobility Foundation,” March 26, 2021, https://www.openmobilityfoundation.
org/mds-users/.

https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/about-mds/
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/about-mds/
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/about-mds/
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/mds-users/
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/mds-users/
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and the City of New York. This global coalition now backed by UN  
Habitat has grown to over 50 city members all seeking to “protect,  
promote and monitor residents’ and visitors’ digital rights” in urban 
environments globally. Specific objectives include “improved privacy  
and control over personal information through data protection in both 
physical and virtual places” and “managing our digital infrastructures  
and data as a common good”.66

This kind of coordination among jurisdictions in ways specifically focused  
on data and technology is perhaps indicative of the broader rise of a kind  
of municipalism that was absent when Uber and Airbnb first launched 
allowing, those platforms to take a divide-and-conquer approach and  
leaving cities in a low-leverage race to the bottom.

Figure 13.  In November 2018, the Cities of Amsterdam, Barcelona, and New York 
founded the “Cities Coalition for Digital Rights”, a network that now 
includes over 50 cities globally. The organization’s objectives include  
both “Improved privacy and control over personal information through  
data protection in both physical and virtual places” and “managing our 
digital infrastructures and data as a common good”.67

66 “Declaration of Cities Coalition for Digital Rights,” accessed April 18, 2022, https://citiesfordigitalrights.org/
declaration.

67 “Home,” Cities for Digital Rights, accessed May 11, 2022, https://citiesfordigitalrights.org/home.

https://citiesfordigitalrights.org/declaration
https://citiesfordigitalrights.org/declaration
https://citiesfordigitalrights.org/home
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Where Things Stand in Platform Urbanism: 
Controversy Over MDS and Possible Futures

Although cities have exerted new leverage and disrupted the existing 
philanthropy model of the platform data sharing status quo, it is not yet 
clear what new model might emerge. Platforms and privacy advocates 
have mobilized against the mobility data specification and the LADOT 
vision for mandated local government access to data in the public right of 
way now advanced by the Open Mobility Foundation and its members. 
While it remains unclear if the factors that led cities to this approach in the 
micromobility context are generalizable to other domains, OMF is already 
advancing new data sharing standards for the curb in the Curb Data 
Specification (CDS). New technologies like drones, delivery robots, and 
autonomous vehicles are coming to cities, as are new platforms. It is clear 
that there has never been a more urgent need for an effective framework 
to allow platforms to operate in cities in ways that are transparent to 
regulators and accountable to community and democratic interests. But 
while the need has never been greater the vision has perhaps never been 
more contested.

The future of the smart city is up for grabs and data sharing mandates just 
might play a key role in shaping it.
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In reviewing the literature and history of data sharing mandates, a 
grounded empirical view can at times feel missing from the conversation. 
A few major stories from prominent cities seem to dominate the discourse 
and little ink has been spilt investigating what is actually happening on the 
ground: what policies look like, what needs they are attempting to address, 
how officials are developing them and implementing them, and what the 
results have been.

Part 2 of this report “Policy, People, and Practice,” presents the beginnings 
of my work seeking to bring that empirical lens to the field. It first 
documents how my team and I went about building an open database 
of platform data sharing policy texts for our own use and for use by 
practitioners. After providing a summary of subject polices “by the 
numbers” I next provide an overview of our approach to qualitative 
conversations with authors, implementers and other stakeholders of these 
polices, followed by a summary of some of our key empirical insights and 

observations from our textual and qualitative analysis.

Section 2.1 An Open Database For 
Gathering and Sharing Empirical 
Policy Information
To understand platform data sharing mandates as a new regulatory 
framework in the context of urban platforms, we knew we needed to center 
the policy texts themselves as the most vetted and “official” documentation 
of local government intent and program design. In addition to knowing 
that we ourselves needed more comprehensive access to policy texts across 
a variety of jurisdictions, we also saw this as a key need for others in the 
field, and for local government officials in particular. We therefore set out 
to build a centralized database of local government data sharing policy 
mandates as both a resource for our own research, and as a public dataset 
and “resource hub” for other stakeholders.
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Show Me the Policies: The Access 
to Information Problem

Whether for those looking to advance and improve, critique and prevent, 
or understand and explain platform data sharing policy in cities, a key 
problem for the field has been a lack of access to user friendly resources for 
finding and comparing the policy documents themselves, including simply 
accessing, searching and downloading the text across a variety of local 
jurisdictions and sharing economy sectors. 

This lack of access to comprehensive, searchable, and downloadable policy 
information for local government platform data mandates is a barrier for 
multiple stakeholder groups:

• Local Government Officials: City and other local government 
officials can’t easily see what their peers are doing and learn 
from them to improve the way data sharing policy is written and 
implemented.

• Advocates and Community Groups: Advocates and community 
groups are hard strapped to track and review policy and provide 
feedback, critique provisions, or hold officials accountable to policy 
commitments. 

• Researchers and Journalists: Researchers and journalists rely 
on secondhand accounts to understand, evaluate, and explain 
municipal data sharing policies, often painting policies in broad 
strokes without being able to dig in to the specific language of the 
texts.

• Platform Companies: platform companies themselves don’t always 
know what jurisdictions require what data.

In our preliminary conversations as we began our work, the need seemed 
most urgent from local government officials who feel increasing pressure to 
design new policies and programs to enable public-private data sharing.
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Cities Need Policy Access

In data sharing mandates, cities have been enacting a novel kind of 
regulation that operationalizes new digital infrastructures. Data sharing 
programs require technology expertise to design and administer. Decisions 
about what platform data to include and why, what level of granularity 
or frequency to require, and what sorts of privacy minimization and 
protection commitments to put in place are important. Familiarity with 
various technical approaches and modern data architectures may be 
needed to get those decisions right, which can be daunting for agencies 
that often still own typewriters. And while technical difficulty is high, 
so are the stakes as a result of the contentious and potentially litigious 
environment of the sharing economy sector with respect to government 
access to data. Under these conditions, local government officials need 
help.

In our conversations, local officials told me they need to be able to manage 
programs, enforce rules and regulations fairly, evaluate impacts, and 
set future policy—and they know data can help. At the same time, they 
expressed hesitance about making something up and getting it wrong, 
especially technically. As a result, almost all of the officials I spoke to who 
had drafted data sharing policy mentioned reviewing or even adapting key 
policy language on data sharing from another jurisdiction.

Informed by not only our own research goals, but our conversations with 
government officials, our team set out to build a platform urbanism data 
sharing policy hub that could help local officials more easily discover what 
peer communities were doing and access example policy language.



44 Towards Urban Data Commons? On the Origins and Significance of Platform Data Sharing Mandates

Aggregating a Policy Dataset

We set out to identify and gather, structure, and organize as many local 
government data sharing policy documents as we could. Here’s how we 
went about it.

Focusing the Scope

Although urban platforms include companies outside of the sharing 
economy, the sharing economy is the sector most associated with platform 
urbanism and has received the bulk of regulatory attention from cities and 
other local government agencies. I therefore decided to limit my policy 
gathering search to local government data mandates focused on sharing 
economy platforms. This meant searching for policies targeting the three 
most prominently regulated sharing economy types: 

• Ride hail platforms like Uber and Lyft, 

• Short term rental platforms like Airbnb and VRBO and 

• Micromobility platforms like Bird and Lime

For purposes of consistency of language and national government context, 
and to avoid expanding my search outside my own geography of expertise, 
I also decided to focus my search on local government agencies in the 
United States but to remain flexible about including international data 
sharing mandate examples as they arose.



45Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs | Harvard Kennedy School

Finding Policies

In general, my team and I went about finding local government data 
sharing mandates by using a combination of the following tactics.

• Searching for media stories focused on controversies, conflicts, and 
negotiations, or even lawsuits between cities and sharing economy 
platforms.

• Noting examples from our literature review, especially from reports 
covering sharing economy governance trends.

• Searching through resources from existing networks like the North 
American Bike Share Association (NABSA), North American 
City Transportation Officials (NACTO), and the Open Mobility 
Foundation (OMF).

• Searching through industry- or company-specific websites and 
materials, particularly in the short-term rental sector.68

• Asking city officials and other experts (including advocates and 
current or former platform employees) about what local agencies 
had polices or what cities were receiving data from sharing 
economy platforms.

Because our primary goal was to quickly build a database providing better 
access to as many relevant policy texts as possible these approaches contain 
biases and limitations that should be acknowledged. In particular, the 
policies we gathered are not a complete accounting of all local government 
data sharing mandates, nor do they represent a perfectly representative 
statistical sample.

68 For example, “2ndaddress.com” and “buildyourbnb.com”, both websites serving the short-term rental 
industry, as well as platform company websites, like Uber’s “Uber Movement” page.

http://ndaddress.com
http://buildyourbnb.com
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Finding Micromobility Data Sharing Policies

Micromobility policies were the easiest to find, in part because they were 
the most recent and most abundant, and it was relatively easy to find news 
stories covering where e-scooters or other dockless vehicles had been 
deployed, with those stories often mentioning new city council ordinances 
or administrative rules or permit programs taking effect. 

Most importantly though, the rise of networked municipalism was a huge 
help in our search. The Open Mobility Foundation (OMF) maintains 
a list of member agencies69 as well as a list of “who is using MDS”70, 
and this provided a primary pool of possible agencies in our search for 
micromobility data mandates. While many of the cities listed on OMF’s 
websites were receiving micromobility data as part of a pilot or via a 
voluntary agreement with micromobility companies, many of these 
had polices either directly linked on OMF’s websites, or discoverable by 
perusing the agency’s shared scooter program website. All in all, we were 
able to find micromobility data sharing policies for about 40 local agencies.

Finding Ride Hail Data Sharing Policies  

Because Uber in particular has historically been so antagonistic to local 
government regulation, including with respect to attempts by local 
agencies to require data reporting, a review of the literature and media 
coverage pointed us toward a handful of public agencies that had enacted 
data sharing requirements on ride hail platforms, including New York City 
Taxi and Limousine Commission, the City of Boston, and the Province of 
British Columbia. Additionally, Uber Movement lists cities that participate 
in Uber’s voluntary data sharing program71, providing another pool of 
cities and local agencies about which to inquire. Of particular importance 
to our search was a 2015 report from the University of British Columbia 
entitled “Transportation Network Companies and the Ridesourcing 
Industry: A Review of Impacts and Regulatory Frameworks for Uber” 
which included a section on emerging data sharing practices, as well as an 

69 “Members | Open Mobility Foundation,” June 17, 2019, https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/members/.

70 “Who Is Using MDS?”

71  “Uber Movement: Let’s Find Smarter Ways Forward, Together.,” accessed April 9, 2022, https://movement.uber.
com/cities?lang=en-US.

https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/members/
https://movement.uber.com/cities?lang=en-US
https://movement.uber.com/cities?lang=en-US
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addendum listing local government data sharing policy requirements from 
various local government agencies, including the California Public Utilities 
Commission, the City of Seattle, and the City of Chicago.72 These strategies 
uncovered 13 policies from 6 jurisdictions.

Finding Short Term Rental Data Sharing Policies 

Short term rental platform data sharing mandates were perhaps the most 
difficult to find. Our team reviewed industry materials, including policy 
comparisons intended to help real estate businesses evaluate and compare 
potential markets for acquiring property for short term rental use73. We 
also reviewed high profile lawsuits, such as those between Airbnb and 
the City of Boston and Airbnb and the City of New York74 as well as case 
studies from Amsterdam75 and the national government of Iceland76. 
These strategies yielded 7 policies from 6 jurisdictions, but as a national 
government policy (and one not easily found in English), Iceland’s was 
ultimately excluded from the core research dataset.

Other Types of Data Sharing Policies

While we did not actively pursue collection of data sharing policies 
outside of the above categories, during the course of our search we also 
came across relevant policies from other emerging urban technologies, 
including the Los Angeles Department of Transportation (LADOT)’s 
permit requirements for personal delivery robots, the State of California 
Department of Motor Vehicle’s reporting requirements for Autonomous 
Vehicles77, and New York City’s local law 90 of 2021 requiring food 

72 Ngo, “Transportation Network Companies and the Ridesourcing Industry: A Review of Impacts and 
Emerging Regulatory Frameworks for Uber.”

73 See, for example, “BuildYourBnb - US City STR Regulation Database,” accessed April 27, 2022, https://
www.buildyourbnb.com/buildyourbnb-us-city-str-regulation-index. and “Short-Term Rental Laws 
in Major U.S. Cities (Updated 2/5/2020) – 2nd Address Research,” accessed April 27, 2022, https://
www.2ndaddress.com/research/short-term-rental-laws/.

74 Botero Arcila, “The Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances.” 

75 Mitchell Weiss, “Airbnb in Amsterdam (B) - Supplement - Faculty & Research - Harvard Business School,” 
Case Study (Harvard Business School), accessed April 6, 2022, https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.
aspx?num=51744.

76 Söderström and Mermet, “When Airbnb Sits in the Control Room: Platform Urbanism as Actually Existing 
Smart Urbanism in Reykjavík | Sustainable Cities.” We were ultimately unable to find a copy of Iceland’s 
policy in English, so it was not included in the core research database or quantitative analysis.

77 “California Autonomous Vehicle Regulations,” California DMV (blog), accessed April 27, 2022, https://
www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/vehicle-industry-services/autonomous-vehicles/california-autonomous-vehicle-
regulations/.

https://www.buildyourbnb.com/buildyourbnb-us-city-str-regulation-index
https://www.buildyourbnb.com/buildyourbnb-us-city-str-regulation-index
http://ndaddress.com/research/short-term-rental-laws/
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=51744
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=51744
https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/vehicle-industry-services/autonomous-vehicles/california-autonomous-vehicle-regulations/
https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/vehicle-industry-services/autonomous-vehicles/california-autonomous-vehicle-regulations/
https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/vehicle-industry-services/autonomous-vehicles/california-autonomous-vehicle-regulations/
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delivery platforms to share data with restaurants78. Additionally we 
also examined Article 31 of the European Union’s Digital Services Act, 
a supra-national level policy that would require significant reforms to 
platform data governance within the EU, including vastly expanded local 
government access to certain urban platform data79. Finally, case studies 
covering Barcelona’s Smart City Vision Plan and accompanying policies 
were also examined, as Barcelona and its “City Data Commons” initiative 
was often cited in the literature as a leading model for public agency access 
to private sector data. 

While these policies informed our thinking, many differed in important 
ways from the body of policies this research is primarily focused on or 
were otherwise not easily available in English. Ultimately all but LADOT’s 
personal delivery permit—which is closely related to its micromobility 
permit—were left out of the core research database and quantitative 
analysis.

Policy Clean Up, Structuring, and 
Organizing to Create a Research Database

For each policy gathered, we downloaded the policy as provided on the 
official government hosted website and also utilized optical character 
recognition (OCR) tools to create a “text searchable” version where needed.

78 “The New York City Council - File #: Int 2311-2021,” accessed April 27, 2022, https://legistar.
council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4951001&GUID=4CB11989-5925-418B-9627-
B2AED230D67F&Options=&Search=.

79 “Proposal for a REGULATION OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL on a Single 
Market For Digital Services (Digital Services Act) and Amending Directive 2000/31/EC” (2020), https://
eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?qid=1608117147218&uri=COM%3A2020%3A825%3AFIN.

https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4951001&GUID=4CB11989-5925-418B-9627-B2AED230D67F&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4951001&GUID=4CB11989-5925-418B-9627-B2AED230D67F&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4951001&GUID=4CB11989-5925-418B-9627-B2AED230D67F&Options=&Search=
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?qid=1608117147218&uri=COM%3A2020%3A825%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?qid=1608117147218&uri=COM%3A2020%3A825%3AFIN
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We then organized the policies in a database using the following standard 
metadata fields:

Table 4 Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Database – Metadata Fields (Required)

Metadata Field Definition

“Jurisdiction” Where geographically and politically the policy has been 
adopted or where it applies.

“Policy Type” Whether the policy document is a law/ordinance, an 
administrative regulation, a permit or license application 
requirement, or some other policy instrument.

“Policy Link” A direct URL link to the original policy file as provided by 
the relevant government agency.

“Policy Date” The date a policy was adopted or went into effect.

“Associated Website 
Link”

A direct link to a relevant government website explaining 
the policy or program or otherwise providing additional 
context.

“Originating Body” The department or agency that enacted the policy, for 
example “Oakland Department of Transportation” or 
“Boston City Council”

“Originating Body Type” The standardized category for the department or agency 
that enacted the policy, for example “Department of 
Transportation” or “Council / Legislature”

“Full Text” The raw text of the policy.

While not completed for every policy, additional/optional fields also 
included:

Table 5 Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Database – Metadata Fields (Optional)

Metadata Field Definition

“Media Coverage” Links to journalistic articles covering the policy or 
program.

“Lawsuit” Whether the policy was the subject of a lawsuit 
from a platform company or companies.

“Notes” Additional researcher notes about the policy.
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Finally, we read these polies and later, after adopting a best practice 
framework, provided some additional, content-based metadata tags:

Table 6 Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Database – Metadata Fields (Best 
Practice “Tags”)

Metadata Field / “Tag” Definition

“Stated Purpose / Use 
Case”

Does the policy state specific government goals and data 
needs to justify collection of platform data?

“Data Minimization” Does the policy limit the scope of data collection based on 
collecting the least invasive amount of data needed?

“Privacy Protections” Does the policy make commitments to protecting  
data privacy?

“Definitions for Sensitive 
Information”

Does the policy include definitions or provisions for 
classifying Personally Identifiable Information (PII), sensitive 
information etc.?

“Program Transparency” Does the policy commit to program transparency by 
including provisions for summary reporting or open data 
publication, etc.?

“Defined Roles and 
Enforcement Entity”

Does the policy make clear what agency or individuals are 
responsible for program administration and data collection, 
including who might have access to data?

“Firewalled from Law 
Enforcement”

Does the policy include provisions to explicitly prevent the 
sharing of platform data with police departments?
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The Results: the Dataset, the “Platform 
Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub” 
and Resultant Policy Analysis

Figure 14.  The Platform Data Sharing Policy Hub – Home Page80 

Our team aggregated over 70 data sharing policy documents enacted 
by nearly 60 different local government agencies, covering over 40 local 
jurisdictions, spanning over 20 US states, and four countries. Metadata for 
each policy was gathered, structured into a database, and made available 
via our online resource hub the “Municipal Data Sharing Policy Hub”81, 
later renamed the “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub.”82

80 “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub.” 

81 “Introducing The Municipal Data Sharing Mandate Policy Hub | Belfer Center for Science and International 
Affairs,” accessed April 10, 2022, https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/introducing-municipal-data-
sharing-mandate-policy-hub.

82 “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub.” 

https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/home
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/home
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/introducing-municipal-data-sharing-mandate-policy-hub
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/introducing-municipal-data-sharing-mandate-policy-hub
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Figure 15.  Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub – Policy Database83 

The PUDS Policy Hub shares these policies not only as an open database, 
but also as a map, document repository, and interactive data dashboard. 
The PUDS Policy Hub additionally includes best practice “Policy 
Guidelines” that will be covered in greater detail in Part 3 of this report, 
as well as further supplementary materials, including an open reading 
list, blog posts, and video content all designed to support researchers and 
practitioners seeking to understand, critique, improve or implement new 
platform data sharing approaches in cities.

83 “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub - Policy Map & Database,” accessed May 18, 2022, https://
sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-map-database.

https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-map-database
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-map-database
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-map-database
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Figure 16.  Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub – Policy Map84

Basic Analysis - Platform Data Sharing 
Policies by the Numbers

While our team did not seek to utilize the policy database as a 
representative sample for robust statistical analysis, the process of 
aggregating, structuring and organizing the policies allowed for some basic 
analysis and presentation of information summarizing counts, patterns and 
trends for the policies we were able to find and observe.

Enacting agencies

Our policy dataset included 58 different local government enacting 
agencies (corresponding to the “originating body” field in the database), 
covering 10 public agency categories (“originating body category” in the 
database): 

• Department of Transportation

• Council/Legislature

• Department of Public Works

• Consumer Protection

• Special Board or Commission

84 “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub - Policy Map & Database.”

https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-map-database
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-map-database
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• Business Licensing

• Department of Engineering

• Chief Executive

• Operations Department

• Planning Department

Figure 17.  “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing (PUDS) Policies by Originating Body 
Category.” Over 70% of PUDS Policies observed were enacted by DOTs 
or Legislatures.

As shown in Figure 16, the vast majority of these agencies were either 
Departments of Transportation (DOTs) (responsible for enacting 30 
policies) or Legislatures (22 policies), which together represented over 70% 
of the policies gathered. Other departments or agencies included in the 
data were also related to transportation or streets, such as Departments 
of Public Works (DPWs) (7 policies) or certain Special Boards or 
Commissions (3 policies) like Taxi and Limousine Commissions.

The large number of policies enacted by local DOTs and related 
departments comes as no surprise, reflecting the prevalence of 
micromobility policies in the data set and the fact that both micromobility 
and ride-hail sharing economy platforms provide transportation options to 
consumers. These ride-hail or micromobility programs are often regulated 
in the context of street management, which most often falls under the 
purview of local DOTs or DPWs, two agencies that together account for 

https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/550557c0-6654-4f98-940f-07603bcc68b5#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
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just over half of policies observed. The prominence of these departments in 
the data also points to the importance of Directors of Transportation and 
Directors of Public Works as specific public officials often heavily involved 
in defining new data sharing governance terms.

Figure 18.  PUDS Policies by Originating Body Category, broken down by type of 
sharing economy platform regulated.

The high share of policies enacted by legislatures, responsible for about 
30% of the policies observed, is also expected given that these bodies (and 
the individual elected officials who typically comprise them) are necessary 
for adopting local laws or ordinances pertaining to data sharing. The reality 
that only 22 out of 72 PUDS policies are enacted with the full legislative 
legitimacy of codified law likely reflects both the novelty of platform data 
sharing as a formal regulatory approach and the fact that deliberative 
bodies are often, by design, “slower moving” when compared to executive 
branch agencies. Additionally, the fact that there can be multiple executive 
branch policies associated with a single ordinance (for example a program 
that includes both administrative data sharing rules and data sharing 
permit requirements, both enacted by the Department of Transportation 
following the passage of a City Council Ordinance), likely dilutes the 
percentage of polices enacted by legislative bodies.
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Also of note is that legislatures are overrepresented in the ride hail and 
short- term rental categories, with 5 out of 6 short term rental data sharing 
policies enacted by legislature and 5 out of 12 in the ride hail context, 
compared to only 12 out of 50 in the micromobility context.  This is 
perhaps indicative of the more antagonistic and litigious nature of the 
early sharing economy platform launches typified by these sectors and 
companies like Uber and Airbnb, and the need for policy with the full force 
of law to compel data sharing from these more resistant companies.

Figure 19.  PUDS Policies by Platform Type, broken down further by Originating 
Body/Agency Category. Policies enacted by a “Legislature / Council” 
are overrepresented in the ride hail and short-term rental platform 
categories.

Business Licensing (2 policies enacted) and Consumer Protection (3 
policies) represent a different, but important (and perhaps underutilized) 
approach to platform regulation and a different kind of policy objective. 
This type of agency is may be best positioned to address certain kinds of 
platform negative externalities regardless of platform/technology type, but 
was an approach only taken in Chicago, Indianapolis, and Toronto.

Platform Technology Type

Unsurprisingly given the sector’s role as a catalyst for the data sharing 
mandate approach, a large majority of data sharing policies collected create 
mandates for micromobility platforms.

https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/ce82ad04-6077-4f4a-80ba-cba503b49f39#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
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Figure 20.  PUDS Policies by Type of Platform Regulated (Donut Chart). 52 out of 
72 policies observed apply to micromobility platforms, representing 
more than 2 out of 3 PUDS polices observed.

Only 13 of the policies collected applied to ride-hail companies, and only 6 
applied to short term rental platforms. Our team collected one policy from 
another sector, Los Angeles Department of Transportation’s data sharing 
requirement for “Personal Delivery Robots”, an emerging technology 
currently being piloted in various cities, but not deployed at the same scale 
as the other platforms categorized.

Somewhat counterintuitively, while micromobility platforms have been the 
most regulated in terms of data sharing, they are likely not the platform 
type with the largest impacts, externalities and risks for cities. For example, 
there are no drivers needing labor protection, and fewer environmental, air 
quality, or traffic congestion impacts on streets when compared to ride hail. 
This discrepancy in data sharing requirements reflected in the breakdown 
of PUDS policies by platform type likely instead reflects the change in 
leverage, dynamics and technical competencies between when early 
sharing economy platforms first launched in cities and more recently when 
micromobility first appeared. It also raises questions about consistency/
fairness and whether the data sharing regulatory approach will expand to 
other sharing economy platforms retroactively and to new technologies 
going forward as they emerge.

https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/550557c0-6654-4f98-940f-07603bcc68b5#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
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Figure 21.  PUDS Policies by Type of Platform Regulated (Bar Chart). 52 out of 72 
policies observed apply to micromobility platforms, representing more 
than 2 out of 3 PUDS polices observed.

Geography and Level of Government

Policies collected cover over 41 unique local jurisdictions, spanning 
24 US states and the District of Columbia. Capturing the urban nature 
sharing economy platforms, the vast majority of policies in the dataset (64) 
represent municipal governments, with only 6 state or provincial policies 
represented and only 2 counties85, Arlington County, VA and Montgomery 
County, MD—both of which are highly urbanized counties in the DC 
metropolitan area. 

85 Consolidated city-counties, like Louisville-Jefferson County, Nashville-Davidson County, or the City and 
County of San Francisco have been categorized as “municipal”.
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Figure 22.  PUDS policies by government level.

Figure 23.  PUDS policies broken down further by platform type.

Of all jurisdictions, Los Angeles has the most platform data sharing 
policies included in the dataset with 7, with Chicago (5) and the Canadian 
Province of British Columbia (4) rounding out the top three jurisdictions 
by number of policies in the dataset. 

https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/550557c0-6654-4f98-940f-07603bcc68b5#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/550557c0-6654-4f98-940f-07603bcc68b5#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
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Figure 24.  Jurisdictions by number of policies, broken down by platform type 
regulated.

Only Chicago and Seattle have policies requiring data sharing for short 
term rental, ride-hail, and micromobility platforms. Boston and New York 
City both require data sharing from ride-hail platforms and from short 
term rental platforms, but neither city allows micromobility platforms to 
operate as of writing86 so neither has a micromobility data sharing policy. 

Municipal governments represented in the data set tended to be large 
and mid-sized cities. Policies collected included only two jurisdictions 
with a population under 100,000: Santa Monica, the epicenter of the 
micromobility sharing economy and a wealthy, tech-forward city with 
a municipal government known for innovation, and Charlottesville, 
Virginia, a college town and regional vacation destination. Only three 

86 Whereas state law in Massachusetts has precluded e-scooter operation in Boston, New York City has 
in fact piloted shared micromobility in the outer boroughs; however, our research did not identify a 
corresponding data sharing policy. See: https://nycdotscootershare.info/

https://nycdotscootershare.info/
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additional jurisdictions in the dataset represented cities with a population 
under 200,000: Bellevue, WA, Dayton, OH, and Providence, RI. All other 
jurisdictions had populations over 200,000 with 54 policies enacted in large 
jurisdictions with populations over 500,000. This preponderance of large 
cities in the dataset is unsurprising as these are the jurisdictions in which 
platforms are most present as well as the cities with the most technical 
capacity and desire for using data within agencies. 

Figure 25.  PUDS Policy Map (Tableau). The above map shows data sharing 
policies mapped by jurisdiction with icons indicating platform type.

To some extent the lack of smaller to mid-sized cities could also reflect the 
limits of our search methodology with cities in smaller media markets less 
likely to be covered by journalists in articles or by researchers in academic 
reports or case studies where our team looked for policies. Speculatively, 
our search may have missed smaller cities with certain characteristics 
supportive of sharing economy platforms and corresponding data sharing 
policies. Such cities might include jurisdictions that have high population 
densities or lower rates of automobile ownership, like “college town” cities 
where micromobility or ride-hail is likely more prevalent than population 
or media market would suggest, or might also include smaller cities 
that are highly popular vacation destinations, where short-term rental 
platforms are likely to be prevalent and to have had a large impact on local 
housing markets.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/zoe.iacovino/viz/PolicyDate/Dashboard1
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/zoe.iacovino/viz/PolicyDate/Dashboard1
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Policies by Policy Mechanism/Type

Policies in the dataset were defined as one of four policy types:

• “Ordinance/Law” – These are the policies proposed and enacted 
by the legislative body of a given jurisdiction.

• “Executive/Administrative Regulation” – These policies are 
rules or orders that originate in the executive branch of the 
jurisdiction, and are typically made or enacted by the authority of 
a chief executive, such as a Mayor or City Manager, or agency or 
department head, such as a Director of Transportation or Public 
Works, within the bounds of existing laws or ordinances that may 
or may not be referenced. 

• “License/Permit Requirement” – These policies refer to rules 
and conditions to which a business or other party—in our case a 
sharing economy platform—agrees as a condition of being granted 
a license or permit to operate in the jurisdiction. 

• “Other” – This category refers to any other kind of data sharing 
requirement included in the dataset, including individual 
agreements such as Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs), 
Memoranda of Agreement (MOAs), or data license agreements 
between local governments and individual platform companies. 
It also includes additional, more supplemental policy documents, 
such as data privacy and protection principles, technical 
documentation, such as API documentation or data specification 
guides, as well as data sharing vision documents or plans.

These different policy categories often, or even ideally exist in 
interdependent ways within a single jurisdiction. For example, a city 
council ordinance might create the broad authority for a department 
director to determine appropriate sharing economy platform data needed 
to meet certain government objectives (“Ordinance/Law” policy type). 
The department director might then issue a corresponding set of program 
rules defining what data is needed (“Executive/Administrative Regulation” 
policy type), and with permit requirements spelling out the specific 
technical formats, fields, frequencies, and other mechanisms by which 
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data must be shared as a condition of receiving a permit (“License/Permit 
Requirement” policy type). A set of data protection and privacy principles 
might also be issued in coordination with the IT department committing 
the department to responsible data handling practice (“Other” policy type).

When taken as a whole, the PUDS policy research dataset reflects a close to 
even spread across these three primary policy types with 22 administrative 
regulations, 22 permit requirements, and 19 ordinances or laws. As is 
expected, the “Other” category lags at 9.

 

Figure 26.  PUDS Policies by Policy Type

Figure 27.  PUDS Policies by Policy Type with percentages. The charts show a 
fairly even distribution among the three primary policy type categories 
of “Ordinance/Law”, “Executive/Administrative Regulation” and 
“License/Permit Requirement”.

https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/550557c0-6654-4f98-940f-07603bcc68b5#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D


64 Towards Urban Data Commons? On the Origins and Significance of Platform Data Sharing Mandates

Broken down by platform type, however, we begin to see some interesting 
discrepancies.

 

Figure 28.  PUDS Policies by Platform, broken down further by policy type. The 
chart shows An overrepresentation of the “Ordinance/Law” policy 
type in policies regulating ride hail and short term rental platforms, 
whereas “License/Permit Requirement” and “Executive/Administrative 
Regulation” are more a more common policy types for policies 
requiring data from micromobility platforms.

In the short-term rental and ride hail context, “Ordinance/Law” is the 
most common policy type, representing 10 out of the 19 total data sharing 
policies including nearly all of the short-term rental policies, while in the 
micromobility context, “License/Permit Requirement” is the most common 
data sharing policy type, representing 20 out of 52 total policies, with 
Administrative Regulations following closely behind micromobility Permit 
Requirements with 18. In the micromobility context, Law/Ordinance falls 
behind at just 9 out of 52 policies.

This discrepancy can partly be explained by the occurrence of more than 
one administrative regulation, permit requirement, or “other” policy under 
a single ordinance but may also be reflective of the stronger position of 
cities to regulate micromobility platforms discussed at the end of Part 1, 
Section 1.2 of this report, and the need for regulation with more “teeth” in 
the context of more resistant short-term rental and ride hail platforms.  

https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/45bcdd5c-4e2d-4026-a99d-1e99753a0ff2#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
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Policies by Date Adopted

Figure 29.  Timeline of PUDS policies polices enacted per year. Very few policies 
were adopted in the first decade of the sharing economy, prior to 2018

As has been discussed previously in Part 1, very few data sharing policies 
were adopted by cities during the first decade of the sharing economy, from 
2008 – 2017, in a largely pre-techlash world where ride-hail and short-term 
rental platforms had more leverage over cities. This all changed in 2018 
when we started to see many more data sharing policies particularly in the 
micromobility context. We see this clearly by sorting our policy dataset by 
date and by platform type.

https://earth.municipal.systems/collections/55ea2c6a-6222-4404-bedc-9002f49f1d7d/insights/be5446c3-0e9f-43bf-a49b-4053f87a5590#temporalRange=eJyrViqpLEhVslJKzMlRqgUAJB4Etg%253D%253D
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Figure 30.  Policies enacted per year colored by platform type. The chart shows 
that micromobility platform data sharing policies are responsible for 
the stark increase in platform urbanism data sharing policies adopted 
by local governments.

Figure 31.  PUDS policies by jurisdiction, by date enacted and platform type. Chart 
shows each individual PUDs policy and illustrates the preponderance 
of micromobility policies starting in 2018 while also showing which 
jurisdictions have adopted multiple policies.
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Sorting the research dataset by date of policy adoption also highlights 
important milestones and firsts:

• Dec 2012 - California Public Utilities Commission becomes the 
first local government agency in the dataset to have adopted a 
PUDS policy of any kind with their “Order Instituting Rulemaking 
on Regulations Relating to Passenger Carriers, Ridesharing, 
and New Online-Enabled Transportation Services”, enacted in 
December of 2012.

• Feb 2012 – Chicago becomes the first city to enact a platform data 
sharing mandate of any kind as well as the first jurisdiction to do 
so by ordinance/law with their “Substitute Ordinance 2014-1367: 
Amendment of Municipal Code Titles 2, 3 and 9 concerning 
establishment of transportation network provider license 
Committee on License and Consumer Protection” which regulated 
ride-hail platforms. 

• Aug 2016 – The State of Massachusetts, passing a State Law that 
would apply only to the city of Boston, becomes the 5th local 
government to enact a data sharing requirement on ride hail 
platforms, joining New York, Seattle, and the aforementioned 
Chicago and California.

• Dec 2016 – Amsterdam becomes the first city to require data 
sharing of short-term rental companies via their holiday rental 
policy and data sharing agreement.

• April 2018 – Austin becomes the first local government in the 
dataset to adopt a micromobility data sharing requirement.

• Sep 11, 2018 – LADOT releases the Mobility Data Specification 
version 0.1.087 on GitHub. 

• Sep 14, 2018 – San Jose, CA becomes the 5th local government 
jurisdiction in the dataset to adopt a micromobility data sharing 
policy, joining Minneapolis, Bellevue, Santa Monica, and Austin. 
San Jose’s policy also marks the first time the total number of 

87 “Older Releases · Openmobilityfoundation/Governance Wiki,” GitHub, accessed April 10, 2022, https://
github.com/openmobilityfoundation/governance.

https://github.com/openmobilityfoundation/governance
https://github.com/openmobilityfoundation/governance
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micromobility policies (5) surpasses the total number of short-term 
rental policies (4) in the dataset.

• Oct 1, 2018 – Detroit becomes the 6th city in the dataset to adopt 
data sharing requirements for micromobility platforms, for the 
first time surpassing the number of ride hail data sharing policies 
(5). Micromobility platforms are now the most regulated sharing 
economy platform type with respect to data sharing.

• Oct 24, 2018 – LADOT issues its first micromobility policy in the 
dataset, its “Guidance on Handling Data from Mobility Service 
Providers”.

• Jan 2019 – Philadelphia becomes the 10th city in the dataset to 
enact a data sharing requirement on micromobility platforms.

• April 2019 – Responding to privacy and surveillance criticism, 
LADOT releases its “Data Protection Principles” the first policy 
document in the dataset focused principally on data privacy and 
protection.

• Oct 2019 – Long Beach California becomes the 20th local 
government in the dataset to enact a data sharing policy on 
micromobility platforms.

• Sep 2020 – Chicago becomes the 5th local government jurisdiction 
in the dataset to adopt a short-term rental data sharing policy, 
joining New York, Boston, Seattle, and the aforementioned 
Amsterdam.

• Dec 2020 – Portland’s PBOT updates its administrative regulations 
requiring data sharing for “new mobility” micromobility platforms. 
30 local government jurisdictions now have micromobility data 
sharing requirements.
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Dashboard, Data, and Further Analysis

The visualizations contained in this section, as well as the data used to 
produce them, can be accessed via the “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing 
Policy Hub” by navigating to the “Explore Policies” menu.

Figure 32.  The “Policy Dashboards and Text Search” page can be found under  
the “Explore Policies Tab on the Platform Urbanism Data Sharing  
Policy Hub.

Figure 33.  The “Policy Dashboards and Text Search” page contains embedded 
and externally linked access to data visualizations configured in 
Tableau and on Stae.

https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-dashboards
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-dashboards
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-dashboards
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Figure 34.  The “Policy Dashboards and Text Search” page contains embedded 
and externally linked access to data visualizations configured in 
Tableau and on Stae.

Reading the Policies and Textual Analysis

Beyond analyzing policy metadata our team also read the texts of these 
platform urbanism data sharing mandates88 and utilized basic search tools 
to perform some rudimentary textual and content-based analysis. Our 
observations and insights appear below.

Anatomy of a Platform Urbanism Data 
Sharing (PUDS) Policy Mandate

Data sharing polices included in our policy research often shared common 
structural elements, language or both. The following “anatomy” of a 
platform data sharing policy provides a description of some common or 

88 Sometimes the best way to contribute to a field is to do the boring, but necessary thing that no one else 
has been willing to do. Apologies to my research assistants who had done nothing to deserve having to 
join me in this task.

https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-dashboards
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/explore-policies/policy-dashboards
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recurring elements and patterns that, while rarely all seen as part of a single 
policy were each observed in multiple policies.89

• “Data sharing” sub-sections of broader policies – As illustrated 
by the fact that only 12 out of 72 policies in our collection include 
the word “data” in the title, most of the local government policies 
included in our dataset are much broader regulations than just data 
sharing requirements. Policies in the dataset contain basic rules 
and requirements about operating a ride-hail fleet, offering short 
term rentals through a digital marketplace, or managing a fleet of 
deckles shared vehicles, with “data sharing” often appearing as just 
one subordinate section of or even an appendix to such broader 
regulations.

• Required reporting and reporting frequency/interval – Almost 
all policies collected include an explicit statement requiring data 
sharing or reporting. Data sharing sections typically state that 
a platform will report data at a defined regular interval and in a 
specified format.

• Goals/purpose related to data collection – Many policies provide 
some level of purpose or justification for platform data sharing 
towards the beginning of the “data sharing” section. For example, 
Atlanta’s micromobility policy states that data will be used for 
“enforcement and planning purposes”, while the City of El Paso’s 
goes further to actua 

• Fields and Specifications - Data sharing sections will often specify 
fields or categories of information required, sometimes listing 
required fields as sub-items nested under a “required reporting” 
statement or in other cases sharing a tabular “specification” of 
field names, definition, and data formats. Similarly, in many 
micromobility policy data sections, data standards such as 
GBFS and MDS will be referenced or enumerated as part of the 
documentation of required data formats. In more technically 
advanced local governments, there are sometimes more detailed 

89 These items were captured as an exercise to help us understand the elements and components of how 
local governments are currently constructing data sharing policy documents and unless otherwise noted 
do not constitute an endorsement or rebuke from the author. 
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technical data specifications or API documentation included as an 
appendix or separate document.

• “Data privacy” section with privacy requirements for the 
platform – Data sharing sections often include or are followed by 
a section on “data privacy”. Interestingly, such sections commonly 
contain privacy provisions that the platform (rather than the city 
agency), must follow in the collection and handling of user data. 
In the absence of a national privacy protection law, such language 
represents an interesting attempt by municipal governments to play 
a consumer privacy protection role, for example, by stipulating that 
platforms will not share PII with third parties or that customers/
users not be required to share unnecessary personal information, 
such as contact information, in order to utilize the platform service.

• Data privacy/protection section with requirements for the 
agency – Often policies seek to protect data privacy in their 
own handling of platform data by precluding the platform from 
sharing personally identifiable information with the agency 
in the first place. However, with greater awareness of the risks 
of re-identification, some cities, like Louisville, KY have made 
stronger commitments in data sharing sections of platform 
regulations, including commitments to classify platform data 
received as “sensitive” by default and subject to handling in ways 
compliant with agency privacy, security, or handling policy. 
Other cities, like San Jose, have created separate “data protection 
principles” or other privacy guidance specific to the platform data 
sharing program.

• Named agencies or departments and their roles – Most data 
sharing polices observed enumerated what agencies were in charge 
of a permit program, data collection, or both. For example, Boston’s 
short term rental policy specifies that the Inspectional Services 
Department (ISD) is responsible for maintaining a short-term 
rental registry with platform data, in conjunction with the 
Department of Information Technology (DoIT).

• Reporting and summary data sharing / open data publication 
– Several policies explicitly reserved the right to share or republish 
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aggregated summary data derived from platform data sharing. 
Such language might also include commitments or requirements 
to include analysis of data in a “progress report” or other 
accountability document prepared by officials for the public, mayor, 
council, etc.

• Flexibility to update data reporting formats – Multiple policies 
contained language reserving the right of a named overseeing 
director to update data fields and formats required for data sharing 
as needed. Such provisions represent an attempt to acknowledge 
and account for the rapid pace of technology evolution and of 
possible future changes in industry best practices.

• Penalties or enforcement mechanisms - A few policies specify 
penalties for failure to comply with data sharing requirements, such 
as having a permit or license revoked or even monetary penalties, 
such as those included in New York City’s Taxi and Limousine 
Commission’s ride-hail regulations.

• References to records policy, freedom of information laws – A 
handful of policies make references to freedom of information laws 
or records retention and disposal policies, typically to state that 
platform data collected will be subject to disclosure, retention or 
disposal in accordance with such existing legal frameworks. 

• References to police - Similarly a few policies reference police 
or public safety departments, sometimes to state that data will 
not be shared, but sometimes to share that data collected by the 
platform may in fact be used by police under certain conditions. 
For example, Washington DC’s micromobility policy includes a 
section on “Criminal Investigations” that stipulates that if vehicles 
are involved in criminal activity and “the proper legal request 
documentation is supplied by authorities (i.e.: subpoena)” then 
“Permit Holder will provide the authorities with information 
subject to the Permit Holder’s internal procedures” and relevant 
“laws as deemed appropriate”.90

90 For a more thorough discussion of the Mobility Data Specification and concerns about digital policing, 
see Kevin Webb, “Local Power in the Age of Digital Policing” (8/20/20) https://triangulator.org/blog/local-
power-digital-policing/

https://triangulator.org/blog/local-power-digital-policing/
https://triangulator.org/blog/local-power-digital-policing/
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Keyword and Best Practice Analysis

Following initial policy review, our team began exploring “best practices” 
and “tagging” municipal data sharing policy text through key words 
associated with certain practices of interest. These practices were informed 
by common or recurring “elements” of data sharing policies, as well as by 
policy evaluation frameworks from the literature. Specific research that 
grounded our best practice analysis included the papers “Sharing Data in 
the Sharing Economy: Policy Recommendations for Local Governments”91 
and “The Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances” both by legal scholar 
and project advisor Beatriz Botero Arcila as well as “Privacy and Security 
in Government Data Mandates” by G.F. Hans from the Center for 
Democracy and Technology.92 Privacy and data protection guidance from 
the Open Mobility Foundation93, and from specific city policies—like Los 
Angeles and San Jose’s privacy principles for mobility data and the City of 
Seattle’s privacy principles94—also informed our thinking.

The following key words or “best practice” elements were used:

• “Data collection purpose or justification” – Does the policy 
include language justifying data collection by explaining why 
platform data is needed and how it will be used?

• “Data minimization” – Does the policy include language seeking 
to minimize data collected to remove personally identifiable 
information (PII) or other sensitive information and to limit data 
collection to only information needed to fulfill stated program 
needs or government purposes?

91 Beatriz Botero Arcila, “Sharing Data in the Sharing Economy: Policy Recommendations for Local 
Governments,” SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, January 26, 2021), 
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3819441.”plainCitation”:”Beatriz Botero Arcila, “Sharing Data in the 
Sharing Economy: Policy Recommendations for Local Governments,” SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, 
NY: Social Science Research Network, January 26, 2021

92 “Data in the On-Demand Economy – Privacy and Security in Government Data Mandates,” Center for 
Democracy and Technology (blog), accessed April 12, 2022, https://cdt.org/insights/data-in-the-on-
demand-economy-privacy-and-security-in-government-data-mandates/.

93 “Privacy Principles for Mobility Data,” Privacy Principles for Mobility Data, accessed April 18, 2022, https://
www.mobilitydataprivacyprinciples.org.“Using MDS Under GDPR | Open Mobility Foundation,” November 
18, 2021, https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/using-mds-under-gdpr/.

94 “About the Privacy Program - Tech | Seattle.Gov,” accessed April 12, 2022, http://www.seattle.gov/tech/
initiatives/privacy/privacy-program.

https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3819441
https://cdt.org/insights/data-in-the-on-demand-economy-privacy-and-security-in-government-data-mandates/
https://cdt.org/insights/data-in-the-on-demand-economy-privacy-and-security-in-government-data-mandates/
https://www.mobilitydataprivacyprinciples.org
https://www.mobilitydataprivacyprinciples.org
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/using-mds-under-gdpr/
http://www.seattle.gov/tech/initiatives/privacy/privacy-program
http://www.seattle.gov/tech/initiatives/privacy/privacy-program
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• “Formats, Fields, and Frequencies” – Does the policy include 
language defining a schema or data specification for data reporting, 
including data formats and file types, field names and definitions, 
granularity, and frequency of reporting?

• “Program transparency” – Does the policy require program 
transparency through measures such as progress reporting, 
publication of summary data, disclosure of data collected to the 
public, etc.?

• “Classification of PII and other sensitive information” – Does the 
policy define “personally identifiable” and “sensitive” information 
and/or comparable terms and require classification of such 
information?

• “Data privacy and protection” – Does the policy include language 
for appropriate permissioning and protection of private or sensitive 
information, including limitations on data access, use, and sharing 
and appropriate data security measures for data in transit and in 
storage?

• “Roles and responsible party” – Does the policy assign roles 
and responsible parties within the local government for the 
implementation and administration of the data sharing program?

• “Enforcement and penalties” – Does the policy create 
enforcement mechanisms including tangible consequences and 
penalties for noncompliance?

These key word and best practice elements were later expanded upon to 
generate “Policy Guidelines” shared in more detail in Part 3 of this report.
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Example Keyword Analysis and Text Search

While rigorous natural language processing was not conducted under the 
scope of this report, the research dataset’s “text” field enables some basic 
keyword analysis and text search. Such analysis can be blunt, especially 
given the possibility of inaccurate text introduced during the optical 
character recognition process; however, despite limitations, the following 
figures hint at the possible and we hope, might serve to encourage 
the reader to utilize the “text search” tools available via the “Platform 
Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub” and/or download the PUDS policy 
dataset for further analysis of its “text” field.

Figure 35.  Policies that mention “Privacy”. The Chart shows policies containing 
the word “privacy” organized by originating body and color coded by 
policy type.

https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/
https://spreadsheets.google.com/feeds/download/spreadsheets/Export?key=110Mfla36MPt7qGQBxa4XisRnP-mycB34RSpr405YR64&exportFormat=csv


77Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs | Harvard Kennedy School

 

Figure 36.  Policies that mention “MDS”. The Chart shows PUDS policies containing 
the acronym “MDS” organized by jurisdiction and color coded by 
policy type. Unsurprisingly, PUDS policies enacted by departments of 
transportation feature prominently.
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Section 2.2 Conversations 
With Practionsers
Research Interviews with Practitioners

Beyond reviewing and analyzing the texts of data sharing policy mandates, 
it was important to our methodology to incorporate qualitative context 
by drawing from conversations with relevant individuals: primarily 
public officials, but also private sector employees and nonprofit advocates 
with direct experience planning or developing data sharing policy, 
implementing or administrating data sharing programs, negotiating the 
terms of public-private data sharing, or complying with data sharing policy 
requirements. Such interview-based qualitative analysis of city approaches 
to B2G data sharing and governance not only builds on PUDS policy 
research but also contributes to existing scholarship from others, including 
the work of Marina Micheli, whose paper “Public bodies’ access to private 
sector data: The perspectives of twelve European local administrations” 
which provides similar analysis from a European context and was 
influential in my thinking.95

Approach: Aggregating Relevant Practitioner 
Interviews from 2018 - 2022

My approach to incorporating qualitative insights from relevant 
individuals involved both utilizing previous research interviews I had 
conducted beginning in late 2018 through 202196, as well as conducting 
additional interviews more directly informed by the policy gathering and 
analysis described in the previous section.

95 In addition to budling on PUDs policy research, I see this qualitative, interview based research as also 
building on the work of scholars like Marina Micheli, whose paper “Public bodies’ access to private sector data: 
The perspectives of twelve European local administrations” provides similar analysis from a European context and 
was influential to my thinking.

96 Specifically, during my time as an employee for the government data management startup, Stae, a 
founding private sector member of OMF, I led multiple research projects seeking to better understand the 
needs of city officials seeking private sector data, including most prominently a project called “Dockless 
Decoded” through which I interviewed local government employees about their micromobility data needs.

https://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/11720/10600
https://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/11720/10600
https://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/11720/10600
https://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/11720/10600
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZhrJk6U5PXBkCCVu-_5yHFAIRqd7qz1HT93txOkbCUU/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZhrJk6U5PXBkCCVu-_5yHFAIRqd7qz1HT93txOkbCUU/edit
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Starting in late 2018 I began conducting videoconference and phone-based 
research interviews with various stakeholders involved in local government 
data sharing, with a particular focus on understanding the perceived 
data needs of city officials managing (or figuring out how to manage) 
shared micromobility fleets, which were then being deployed on streets 
and sidewalks for the first time by new private sector technology startups 
in urban jurisdictions across the country. In addition to interviews 
targeting micromobility program managers, from 2019 through 2021 I 
also conducted research interviews targeting various local government 
officials, particularly Chief Data Officers or other data-related IT officials, 
with a goal of documenting business-to-government (B2G) data sharing 
practices, needs, and policy requirements more generally. Building on 
this previous research, I conducted additional semi-structured interviews 
during the course of the TAPP fellowship, filling in gaps in the existing 
interview pool and targeting interview subjects represented in the platform 
urbanism data sharing (PUDS) research database. In total, 25 research 
conversations were conducted with relevant individuals about 10 of which 
took place from 2018 to 2019, 7 of which took place from 2019 to 2021, 
and 8 of which took place from 2021 - 2022. 

Interview Pool at a Glance

To encourage candor, interviews were conducted with the assurance of 
anonymity for respondents. This section shares summary characteristics 
of the interview pool while respecting that anonymity, providing context 
about who is represented in interview results and who is not. 

The majority of interview subjects (17 out of 25) were local government 
officials, the majority of whom (12 out of 17) had been involved in the 
development and/or administration of data sharing programs targeting 
micromobility platforms. While underrepresented, the interview pool 
also included government officials involved in the administration of 
data sharing programs targeting ride hail platforms (2 out of 17) and 
a government official involved in utilizing data from short-term rental 
platforms (1 out of 17). Some interview respondents had experience with 
other kinds of B2G or platform data sharing, involving agency use of 
autonomous vehicles data, cell phone location data, Yelp data, Waze data, 
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or housing and real estate data. This included two government officials (2 
out of 17) not otherwise involved in micromobility, ride hail, or short-term 
rental data sharing policies or programs. 

Figure 37.  Interview Subjects by Persona/Sector. 17 out of 25 interview subjects 
(68%) were local government officials, with 5 out of 25 (20%) 
representing the private sector, and 3 out of 25 (12%) representing 
nonprofit or advocacy organizations.

Figure 38.  Types of B2G or platform data sharing with which local government 
interview subjects were primarily involved. 12 out of 17 (70.6%) of 
local government officials interviewed were focused on micromobility 
data. 2 out of 17 (11.8%) were focused on ride hail, while just 1 out of 17 
(5.9%) was focused on short term rental data sharing. Other kinds of 
data sharing were the primary focus of 2 out of 17 of the local officials 
interviewed.



81Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs | Harvard Kennedy School

Government officials interviewed also represented a variety of agency and 
jurisdiction types.  Just under 30% of public sector respondents (5 out 
of 17) were IT or Innovation department employees, an agency category 
not represented as an “originating body” for PUDS policy in the research 
dataset but nonetheless heavily involved in the implementation of data 
sharing programs. An equal number of officials interviewed (5 out of 17) 
were from departments of transportation (DOTs). Officials from planning 
departments made up 3 out of 17 (17.6%), with one respondent from a 
Special Board or Commission (5.9%). 

Figure 39.  Agency types represented by local government officials interviewed. 

Because two jurisdictions were represented twice in the interview pool, 
the 17 local government officials interviewed represented 15 jurisdictions 
in the US and Canada including jurisdictions in 11 different states from a 
diversity of regions of the United States: the northeast (2) the mid-Atlantic 
(2) the Southeast (2) the Midwest (3) and the West (2). About half of 
jurisdictions represented (7 out of 15) were big cities with population over 
500,000. Slightly more than a quarter (4 out of 15 or 26.7%) were midsized 
cities with population between 200,000 and 500,000. Slightly more than 
one out of eight jurisdictions (2 out of 15 or 12.3%) were small cities 
with population under 200,000. Additionally, 12.3% of local government 
interviewees (2 out of 15) represented County/Regional/State agencies. 
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Figure 40.  Types of Jurisdictions represented by local government officials 
interviewed. The interview pool included local government officials 
from 15 different jurisdictions, representing a variety of population 
sizes and government types. 7 out of 15 (46.7%) of jurisdictions 
represented were Big Cities with population over 500,000. 4 out of 
25 (26.7%) were Mid-Sized Cities with population between 200,000 
and 500,000. Small cities with population under 200,000 represented 
2 out of 15 (13.3%), while State Agencies and County or Regional 
Governments each made up 1 out of 15 or (6.7%) of jurisdictions 
reflected in the interview pool. 

Beyond local officials, interviewees included a handful of conversations 
(5 out of 25) with private sector employees or former employees of 
technology companies involved in B2G data sharing programs, either 
as data processors for government or as platforms needing to comply 
with data reporting requirements. Finally, a few respondents (3 out of 
25) were non-profit advocates, including both advocates and critics of 
city data sharing who had had some direct experience with program 
implementation.

Research Lines of Inquiry + Interview Questions

The goal of incorporating interviews into my analysis of PUDS policy was 
to uncover what we might learn from the perspectives of key stakeholders, 
and in particular, of local government officials, about platform data 
sharing requirements as a regulatory and governance approach. Although 
interviews took place over the course of 3+ years and questions and 
conversation styles were often individually catered, some consistency was 
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maintained across interviews via semi-standardized questions, organized 
into two broad “lines of inquiry” designed to serve that research goal: (1) 
“data sharing motivations and intent” and (2) “data sharing outcomes and 
results”

Line of Inquiry #1: Data Sharing Motivations and Intent

The first interview line of inquiry was focused on better understanding 
the motivations, justifications, and aspirations of public officials, and how 
those intentions and contexts gave rise to platform data sharing policies 
and programs. While intentions can be fuzzy, I was careful to ground 
discussion in the specific details of perceived data needs and policy design 
via the following questions: 

 1(a): Reason(s) for Data Sharing

• “Why was a data sharing program developed or sought out?” 
– How and why did data sharing arise? What were the reasons 
for the program or what needs were identified that data sharing 
could address? Was there a specific event or circumstance that 
precipitated exploration of data sharing requirements?

 1(b): Policy or Program Approach

• “What approach was taken to developing a data sharing policy 
or program?” – Who was involved in developing the policy or 
program and how did they go about it? What are the details or 
requirements of the policy or program? How was this specific 
approach decided? What were the assumptions, constraints, and 
tradeoffs? How were those tradeoffs negotiated?
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Line of Inquiry #2: Data Sharing 
Implementation and Outcomes

The second line of inquiry focused on the tangible aspects of data sharing 
program implementation and results, explored via the following questions:

 2(a): Implementation

• “How is implementation going?” – How has implementation 
of the data sharing program gone? What data is being collected 
and how is it being used? By whom? What technical systems or 
tools are involved? What have been the successes and barriers? 
What surprises or unexpected realities have you seen in the 
administration of the program?

 2(b): Results and Implications

• “What are the tangible impacts and broader implications?” 
– what impacts or changes have come about as a result of the 
implementation of a data sharing program? What are the plans for 
the continued and future administration of the program? What 
do you see as successful or concerning about the development 
and implementation of platform data sharing programs in local 
government/cites and what are the broader implications of this 
approach from your point of view?

Together, these two lines of inquiry were designed to support a fuller 
understanding of platform urbanism data sharing mandates in local 
government as both a policy idea and as a technological and  
bureaucratic practice.
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Interview Results: Synthesis and Discussion 
of Key Quotes and Observations

Utilizing the “Motivations and Intent” vs “Implementation an Outcomes” 
framing of the two lines of inquiry, key observations and quotes from 
various interviews were organized and synthesized into patterns, themes 
and insights, presented and discussed below.

Inciting Incidents: Responding to Platform Disruptions 
and Pressure from the Public and Leadership

Interview respondents described a variety of precipitating events, 
justifications, and goals that gave rise to data sharing policies or programs. 
A common pattern was that city political leadership was often pressured 
by an agitated public or by an incumbent industry (or both) to better 
understand or proactively manage sharing economy platform operations 
and impacts, either because of the sudden arrival of a new sharing 
economy platform in the community or because of ongoing or acute 
perceived incidents or impacts of an existing one. 

In such contexts leadership and the public were looking for answers in the 
face of uncertainty and data was sought as a source for those answers. One 
interview respondent, an IT manager from a large city that had recently 
seen the arrival of e-scooters on their streets, described a typical sentiment:

“Making sure the city and the public knew what was going on 
was an argument for getting the data”

In a micromobility context a common pattern was that cities began 
considering data sharing requirements shortly after the deployment of 
micromobility fleets. Such requirements typically came as part of a pilot or 
permit program often enacted by the council or director of transportation 
or public works following complaints from residents concerning issues 
such as parking, equitable access to vehicles, hours and location of 
operation, or street safety. Data was seen as a necessary means of enforcing 
micromobility pilot program or permit rules intended to address these 
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issues. An official in a large city described the urgency felt at that time and 
the resultant expediency of permit development and enforcement.

In one day, two companies dropped hundreds and hundreds 
of scooters, so it made people mad. The council was upset. 
The public was complaining. The Director of Planning said if 
they [scooter companies] don’t comply with everything in our 
permit, including the data, then they can just leave.

Similarly, a Transportation Program Manager in a mid-sized city 
considering micromobility data requirements described the ineffectiveness 
of program rules without data:

We need to be able to measure compliance …We need a more 
proactive system.

For a public works official in a large city that relies on MDS data for 
micromobility program management, initial urgency wasn’t just about 
the ability to measure and monitor, but the ability to do so efficiently with 
limited staff.

I’m one person. I don’t have the time to regularly check in on 
all of this stuff on our streets but taking advantage of the data 
streamlines the monitoring process.

Outside of the micromobility context, the arrival of a ride hail or 
short-term rental platform in a community did not typically prompt 
the immediate adoption of a data sharing requirement. Respondents 
interacting with these sectors described a slower process through which 
issues of fairness or safety were raised by incumbents like taxi cabs or 
hotels or where indications of negative externalities, such as impacts on 
traffic or housing markets built up over time eventually leading to pressure 
to regulate and evaluate with data. For example, a policy manager in a 
large city noted the way in which a safety issue of public concern became 
the inciting incident for updated data sharing requirements for ride hail 
vehicles.
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We had cases where drivers had been behind the wheel for 
17, 18 hours a day, and there were actually a few high-profile 
crashes covered in the news, including one, at least one that 
was actually fatal. So leadership took that very seriously. We 
couldn’t just say to the companies ‘hey you’re responsible for 
making sure this driver doesn’t drive more than 14 hours, 
right?’ so we had proposed a way to sort of capture it with 
the data and combine data across companies so we could see 
what drivers total working schedule looked like, even if they 
drove for multiple companies.

Whether for a new micromobility platform or for ride hail or short-term 
rental platforms that had been operating for years, most city officials 
expressed frustration at the difficulty of addressing issues, enforcing 
existing regulations, or developing new regulations without data. The 
following quote was typical.

We were being asked to regulate, but we had a lack of 
information. Everything we knew about operations and 
impacts—even what we were hearing from the companies 
themselves—was like hearsay.

Data Justifications: From General to Specific

Public agencies citied a variety of different contexts and goals in justifying 
data sharing requirements placed on sharing economy platforms. These 
ranged from general to specific, but patterns emerged across interviews 
suggesting common objectives and rationales.

When describing a desire for platform data access broadly, multiple 
officials described a general need for the agency to be “proactive” to 
“understand impacts”, “know what’s going on”, etc. Sometimes this seemed 
to be motivated by a spirit of collaboration and an excitement for the 
possibilities of platform data as an informational asset. One city planner 
typified this sentiment.
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One of the exciting things about bike share and also about 
scooter share is the enormous wealth of fascinating data about 
how people are using the city. Certainly, we’re very excited 
about the origin-destination stuff, ridership, user survey, 
demographic info of users.

At other times, broad justifications or motivations seemed to emerge from 
tensions over agency oversight, power and control. One policy manger in a 
large city put it this way.

The move fast and break things mantra of these companies—
operating in a gray area at best, and at worst deliberately 
skirting rules—that really pissed cities off.

Those pursuing data on these more adversarial terms often sought broad 
access for purposes of enforcing existing rules on platforms in violation 
or perceived to be in violation of them and informing new regulation: “we 
knew data was a valuable asset for policy making”.

Even when officials spoke in broad terms about motivations, almost all 
also cited tangible problems or needs that they sought to address through 
data. These data “use cases” could be highly specific and might vary by 
platform type or by jurisdiction, but could each be sorted into one or more 
of the following “data use case categories” that emerged as patterns during 
qualitative analysis (see Table 7, next page):
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Table 7 Data Sharing Use Case Categories

The following categories emerged during conversations with public officials directly involved in data sharing policy 
and programs in local government.

Data Use Case 
Category

Description Data 
Frequency 
/ 
Granularity 

Examples Typical Interview Quote

Compliance 
monitoring 
and 
enforcement

Overseeing 
operations to 
ensure platform 
compliance with 
program or permit 
rules and with any 
other applicable 
laws  
or regulations.

Frequent, 
Granular 
Data

Reviewing 
micromobility 
compliance with no 
parking zones.

Taking enforcement 
action against illegal 
short term rental 
units.

“The reason we want to have a ‘live’ 
or some sort of frequent time period 
for data reporting is so we can do 
enforcement on an ongoing basis.”

Program 
management  
and 
coordination

Playing an 
active role in 
the operation 
of a program by 
defining what 
service looks 
like and how it 
is delivered in 
coordination with 
platform. 

Frequent,

Granular 
Data

City responding to 
complaints.

City defining 
zones for platform 
operations.

Regular 
communication with 
platforms with a 
shared source of truth

“The planning department was 
able to turn [Airbnb data] into an 
interactive online eligibility map—a 
nice page with tools and all sorts of 
stuff—so that if you as a host tried 
to open a new Airbnb and wanted a 
permit from the city you could look 
and see.” 

Impact 
evaluation

Evaluating 
the impacts 
of platform 
operations—on 
public space, on 
infrastructure, on 
public resources, 
on markets, on 
neighborhoods, 
etc.—in order to 
identify problems 
and document 
benefits.

Less 
Frequent,

Aggregated 
Data

Identify problems, 
such as increased 
traffic from a ride hail 
platform.

Document benefits in 
ways that can justify 
continued platform 
operation, such as 
reduced carbon 
emissions from 
e-scooters.

“The data helped us show that Uber 
was contributing to congestion. 
That’s what we could see. It was 
years later, where it’s like okay, we 
can now clearly see in these data that 
there are huge numbers of cars on 
the road, every day, many more than 
before.”

Informed 
planning and 
policymaking

Using data to 
inform capital 
project, budget, 
or regulatory 
planning and 
decision making.

Least 
frequent,

Summary 
Data

Support new street 
projects, such as bike 
lanes.

Define the need for 
new polices, such 
safety regulations 
restricting the number 
of hours a driver can 
work in a day.

“The data helps us generate plans for 
missing infrastructure where there 
is demand and where people are 
using [micromobility] and need safer 
streets.”
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Policy Process: Players, Precedent, and Politics

In recounting the specifics of how data sharing motivations and needs  
were developed into policies and programs, officials described various 
players, precedents, pressures, and politics. These details give a fuller 
picture of the process.

Although our PUDs database tracks only one “originating body” as the 
agency associated with a given policy, conversations with officials revealed 
a more multi-lateral reality, with Information Technology (IT) departments 
often advising or leading in the development of data sharing requirements. 
This kind of collaboration between public servants with technical expertise 
and those with subject matter expertise (in transportation, housing, etc.) 
was sometimes named in policy but often came about informally  
through existing projects and relationships. One IT manager of a large  
city described his experience as follows:

As a member of the executive team with an enterprise view 
of data issues in the city, I got wind of the permit that the 
Transportation team was working on. Because of the work I 
had done with them previously with the Waze CCP program 
with those same people they were familiar with the benefits 
of third-party data and knew I was someone they could reach 
out to. And they said “hey we are going to ask for data” do you 
have any recommendations?

In addition to experience with B2G data sharing programs like Waze CCP, 
IT officials also described the benefits of other precedents. By the time 
of my interviews, transportation departments in particular typically had 
experience with data standards like the General Transit Feed Specification 
(GTFS) and the General Bike Feed Specification (GBFS) and through that 
familiarity knew to not just ask for data, but to define a data specification 
or even require an API. Additionally, networks such as the Civics Analytics 
Network (CAN) of City Chief Data Officers97 were cited as a source of data 
best practices and information sharing about what other cities were doing, 

97 “Harvard Ash Center Launches Nationwide Network of Urban Chief Data Officers,” accessed May 15, 
2022, https://ash.harvard.edu/news/harvard-ash-center-launches-nationwide-network-urban-chief-data-
officers.

https://ash.harvard.edu/news/harvard-ash-center-launches-nationwide-network-urban-chief-data-officers
https://ash.harvard.edu/news/harvard-ash-center-launches-nationwide-network-urban-chief-data-officers
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especially in the context of micromobility, where the CAN had authored an 
open letter to “Urban Mobility Solution Providers” signed by 13 city data 
officers calling for the adoption of data standards to enable data sharing.98 
Our same IT manager lends color.

Because of the Chief Data Officer Network I was able to reach 
out immediately to all of them and say ‘hey what are you 
doing with MDS’ I knew about the LADOT MDS open source 
stuff actually from my time doing things with the Waze CCP 
program that they were also involved in. I was able to pull in 
and connect with other cities, especially LA, making it so that 
we could get some information.

It speaks to ‘city power’—collective power I think. Me as [one 
city], I couldn’t really put a letter out like that on my own and 
if I did it wouldn’t have much impact. But to have 12 cities 
sign on alongside us to say the same thing through a network 
like that, I think it really helped.

98 “Civic Analytics Network Dockless Mobility Open Letter,” accessed May 15, 2022, https://datasmart.ash.
harvard.edu/news/article/civic-analytics-network-dockless-mobility-open-letter.

https://datasmart.ash.harvard.edu/news/article/civic-analytics-network-dockless-mobility-open-letter
https://datasmart.ash.harvard.edu/news/article/civic-analytics-network-dockless-mobility-open-letter
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Figure 41.  Civic Analytics Network Dockless Mobility Open Letter. Retrieved 
from https://datasmart.ash.harvard.edu/news/article/civic-analytics-
network-dockless-mobility-open-letter

The perceived need for this kind of “city power” and information sharing 
was common theme in my conversations, with non-technical officials in 
particular seeking guidance on data sharing considerations, as evidenced 
in these three quotes from three different officials.

They [micromobility platforms] are waving their hands a 
little bit about the data because I think they realized that 
all that language is “above our heads”. They are showing 
us all these pretty dashboards that they launched, and 
asking “is this good enough for the data requirements? 
It’s still a little above my head, but I know what APIs are and 
why they’re good.

Lime has a really basic heatmap which doesn’t really tell you 
anything. Some streets are bright red but there’s no key so 
without the data behind it you can’t tell what this kind of 
brightness means.

https://datasmart.ash.harvard.edu/news/article/civic-analytics-network-dockless-mobility-open-letter
https://datasmart.ash.harvard.edu/news/article/civic-analytics-network-dockless-mobility-open-letter
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The most frustrating part is getting all of the data standardized.

Of course, the politics of data sharing was different for city negotiations 
and policymaking for micromobility companies when compared to ride 
hail and short term rental platforms. This was confirmed by multiple 
respondents.

There had been a lot of debate about rules for taxi companies 
and the data they gave us and I asked ‘Why can’t we ask for 
the same data from Uber and Lyft?’ Well, we knew from other 
cities if you push for data they may leave and that could be 
a bad look for leadership and for the Mayor because people 
would lose access to a service and mobility option they want. I 
think everyone liked Uber and Lyft especially in a car-centric 
city like [ours]. But with the scooters people just didn’t care as 
much, so that gave us more ability to ask for the data we needed.

While not every company threatened to leave, more than a few city officials 
noted common objections to data sharing requirements that platform 
representatives would make, as seen in these nearly identical experiences in 
two different cities.

The specific tensions that they originally gave to us at first were 
that business competition and “open data will be a problem for 
data sharing”. It changed at some point when they gave up on 
that and it became about user privacy and the 4th amendment 
of the constitution.

Trade secrets was cited as a reason against data sharing at first, 
and then later it became about privacy.

In the face of such objections, multiple interview respondents stressed 
the benefits of sometimes contested data sharing requirements to cite 
a “specific basis” and further described the benefits of policy processes 
that included review and approval by legislative or oversight bodies and 
otherwise allowed for public hearings or comment.
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These rules all went through this public hearing process and public 

comment period where they had to be justified on a specific basis, so [ride 

hail platforms] didn’t have much of a leg to stand on to object.

In another example of the benefits of public comment, a city planner 
and analyst from a large city described how community feedback led 
to the inclusion of a requirement for an open API endpoint to which 
micromobility operators were required to publish GBFS data that anyone 
could access and use.

When the terms & conditions were being written, we had a 
public comment period. One of the comments we got from 
the civic tech community was to make sure that we have a 
publicly available API, so we made sure that happened. So at 
the beginning of the pilot, it was a lot of me talking with the 
companies to make sure we were getting it in the right format 
and in a timely fashion. The APIs allowed the civic tech team 
to develop on it and build visualizations on top of it and they 
have a meetup and had a “bikeshare hacknight” It was pretty 
interesting to see from the community what can be built on 
top of that.

In addition to public comment, another approach for bolstering legitimacy 
of data sharing requirements that respondents shared was building off of 
existing regulations, especially when it came to ride hail and short-term 
rental platforms that might be less willing to comply. Existing rules such as 
those requiring traditional “bread and breakfast” or “holiday” rental hosts 
to register with the city, or those requiring certain kinds of reporting from 
taxi cabs were perceived as harder for platforms to object to.

We already had records requirements for this broad category 
of business, so adding data reporting was an incremental step.

Whether drafting new micromobility policy or updating existing 
regulations, respondents verified what we had observed in our PUDS 
textual analysis: data sharing requirements were just a small part of the 
broader set of regulatory issues officials were dealing with. This meant 



95Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs | Harvard Kennedy School

that without explicit attention, these provisions within larger laws or 
program or permit rules risked being treated as an afterthought. However, 
the subordinate nature of data sharing requirements was also cited as an 
opportunity for clear justification of B2G data sharing, with data needed to 
enforce or measure the rest of the rules developed. This appeared to be the 
case with the same IT manager whose policy process we began this section 
with.

As far as the actual permit that scooter companies had to 
follow in order to operate, I looked over the permit draft—
and it might have been 20 pages or so—and I only did one 
page of it: the data sharing part. Everything else was done by 
transportation planners. Everything they did around fees and 
rules and everything like that they did based on their own 
knowledge and expertise on managing streets and in a way the 
data just supported that by making sure they could answer the 
council’s questions about the operations of the vehicles and 
that people’s safety was assured and that [scooters] weren’t 
cluttering the sidewalks.

Data Sharing Administration: Capacities, 
Challenges, and Successes

Because all agencies represented in the interview pool were actively 
managing at least some B2G data, respondents were able to speak 
directly to the tangible realities of administration of relevant data sharing 
programs, including capacities, challenges, and successes.

One notable pattern was how few officials were typically directly involved in 
handling data feeds shared by platforms. Multiple respondents from small 
or mid-sized cities reported being the only person who directly handled 
relevant platform data, and even in large cities, teams were described as 
small, as in the following quote from a big city transportation manager, 
representing perhaps the largest data sharing team I heard described.
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For most of the data, and certainly anything raw/sensitive, it 
was just a small team of like three or four people who would 
have access to all the data coming in. We had [the platforms] 
submit multiple tables so that we could easily partition access. 
And other people in the department, if it had to do with their 
day to-day-work they could have access to some of those tables. 
For anyone else, we’d produce summary/aggregated data that 
had no risk of privacy concerns.

This kind of limited access and strict set of user access permissions was a 
welcome observation in terms of minimizing individuals with access to 
potentially sensitive data. At the same time, it was likely just as much due 
to the limited number of local government staff with the technical abilities 
to work with data.

There was practically no one in the city who was capable of 
ingesting and making sense of that API data at that time. It 
is just a ton of data, and you have to know how to store it, 
analyze it, make sense of it.

Perhaps for this reason, a few of the interview respondents worked with 
third party intermediaries, such as a consultant, a university research 
partner, or most commonly a data processing software vendor. This was 
particularly true in the case of micromobility data sharing where multiple 
respondents reported utilizing the “white label” data management Software 
as a Service (SaaS) products of companies like Remix, Ride Report, and 
Populus that specialize in working with MDS and other mobility data and 
providing local officials with relevant maps, metrics, dashboards,  
and reports.99

One respondent, a public works employee responsible for managing the 
scooter permit program in his city, described the benefits of this setup.

99 The author here wishes to once again acknowledge his previous employment with a government 
technology company, Stae, that provided SaaS data management software to local government clients, 
including to a handful of micromobility clients. Stae was the author’s employer while many of the 
interviews described in this report were conducted.
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I have a master’s degree in GIS but I don’t know anything about 
working with APIs. [A data management platform] is really 
helpful for that because I don’t have to figure out how to filter 
or query or map the data myself.

Figure 42.  “Mobility Manager” product from Populus, a Software as a Service 
(SaaS) vendor that supports local governments in processing and 
using MDS data provided by micromobility platforms.100 

Other respondents described alternatively (or additionally) building 
databases or data warehouses in-house, typically in coordination with 
IT staff, and working with analytics or Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS) teams to configure dashboards and maps with common public sector 
software tools like Microsoft Power BI, Tableau, and ESRI Arc GIS.

Almost all respondents who were managing micromobility programs were 
receiving data in the Mobility Data Specification (MDS) via a dynamically 
updated API that required a private “token” to access. This was true even of 
cities that had not explicitly required the MDS format or API feeds in their 
data sharing policy, a perhaps surprising fact nonetheless explained by 
the reality that it is easier for micromobility platforms to provide the same 
data format to every city than it is to have to customize a new feed for each 
jurisdiction in which they operate. This perhaps signals the rising power 

100 “Mobility Manager,” Populus, accessed May 18, 2022, https://www.populus.ai/products/mobility-manager.

https://www.populus.ai/products/mobility-manager
https://www.populus.ai/products/mobility-manager
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of technical standards, in some ways beyond policy, and also points to the 
ways in which large, standards-setting cities like Los Angeles impact the 
data infrastructures of smaller and mid-sized cities as well.

In contrast to the standardized API-based data sharing practices present 
in micromobility, officials receiving data from other platforms described 
a variety of formats and data transfer mechanisms for receiving data from 
platform companies, including “emailed excel spreadsheets”, a “simple URL 
returning a JSON file”, and a “SFTP Dump of .CSV files”. 

Different agency respondents also reported different levels of technical data 
capabilities, both in terms of systems and infrastructure, as well as staff 
competencies. In some cases, this meant a learning curve for platform data 
sharing programs during the implementation process. One respondent 
described a regrettable data security practice that was quickly updated.

When I first started, we had a single password that everybody 
used to sign into the database.

This respondent worked for a big city on a transportation team and 
described operational improvements made by working with the IT 
department.

We were working with the IT department to really kind of 
evolve like our policies around, how do you analyze that data? 
how do you store that data securely? have you set permission 
levels on that data for who has access?

Eventually, according to this respondent’s account, this agency had among 
the most robust privacy and security practices I encountered during 
interviews, including strict access permissions, audits of all staff with 
access to sensitive data, and strict data sharing agreements requirements 
for granting access to any government employees outside of the specific 
agency overseeing the program.

Despite this positive evolution in this agency, the issues of operationalizing 
best practices in data management and governance, as well as issues 
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of inadequate technical infrastructure and staff competencies for fully 
leveraging platform data were both challenges named in multiple 
interviews. These challenges were often heightened in smaller or mid-sized 
cities, where staff and technology resources are more limited.

Of particular concern are the challenges of navigating certain kinds of 
requests for data: those from public records laws and those from police 
departments. Multiple respondents spoke about navigating sometimes 
overly broad open records laws that pose concerns for platforms and 
officials alike about the ability to withhold sensitive data from a public 
records request. In one interview the official described the approach of 
declining to ingest certain data from platforms to avoid that possibility. In 
other cases, legal determinations were sought proactively to ensure that 
agencies overseeing platform data sharing would have the discrepancy 
to exclude sensitive information from such a request. Police requests for 
access to platform data was only discussed in detail in one interview. In 
that conversation a transportation official from a large city described data 
protection policies and commitments to “purpose limited” use of the data 
as a basis for always denying such requests.

The police did sometimes come to us, but we always told them 
to get a subpoena and go to the company themselves…

While adamant that data sharing in his agency did not result in greater 
police access to data, when pressed on whether it might be a concern for 
data sharing programs elsewhere, he acknowledged a theoretical risk while 
remaining skeptical about the reality.

I can’t say if you asked the wrong official in the wrong city, 
maybe that would be more of a concern. That said, I think it’s 
a bigger thing in theory than it is in the real world.

Ultimately this official emphasized the importance for all platform data 
sharing programs of protecting data against police access.

A final implementation challenge documented was that of inconsistencies 
in data received from platforms. More than one interview respondent 



100 Towards Urban Data Commons? On the Origins and Significance of Platform Data Sharing Mandates

shared the impression that despite their data-driven reputations, platforms 
often had inconsistent or even manual processes for generating data 
required for compliance with local government data sharing mandates, 
leading to potential issues with quality and reliability.

It shocked me how even at tech companies their data process 
were manual. For companies that swear by data and the use 
of data [this was surprising]...I think it might be an issue of 
resources that were not put toward compliance but instead 
dedicated elsewhere like growth.

When asked about outcomes and success stories of working with the data, 
respondents had a number of stories to share, typically corresponding 
to the data use case categories shown in Table 7 above, but with specific 
examples varying by type of platform overseen.

Micromobility managers shared examples of using MDS data for essential 
functions like assessing fleet or usage-based permit fees for platforms or 
investigating injuries or complaints. Data was also used to monitor basic 
program requirements like fleet caps, scooters parked in no parking zones, 
or operating in no-ride zones or after hours. Typically, these types of 
violations were noted and brought up in conversations with micromobility 
operators during regular check ins. However, in at least one case officials 
used data to coordinate in near real time with operators around issues of 
safety, such as scooters being left in a prohibited area in front of a school 
for the blind. 

Officials also described the use of data to analyze and enforce requirements 
focused on equitable access to vehicles in low-income neighborhoods. 
Concerns over equity came up in multiple interviews, with the below quote 
typical of sentiments expressed.

As for the operators they’ll say the right things but when it 
comes to dollars and cents, they’re a private company doing all 
they can to make money. Will they continue to say the things 
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they’ve been saying, or will they operate in neighborhoods 
that are more affluent, more white, and already served by 
transit modes?

Following up on this concern, respondents also described how access to 
platform data was a way to help mitigate equity issues, at least to an extent. A 
public works employee shared his process for monitoring in the quote below.

I filter the status change feed and I look at the distribution and 
I see that they are not deploying the required 20% of the fleet 
in the [neighborhoods designated as equitable distribution 
zones], and I’m able to have a conversation with the operator 
about that, Lime, in particular (who has the largest fleet) has 
actually started deploying more vehicles in those zones after 
those conversations. 

Another area of success reported by micromobility managers was in 
using scooter data to show demand for new multi-modal infrastructure 
improvements on city streets, often in line with the efforts of “Complete 
Streets” or “Vision Zero” initiatives. Officials reported using scooter data to 
justify new bike lanes (both temporary and permanent). Others described 
using maps and metrics from scooter programs to bolster grant application 
or present to city leadership in ways that make the case for capital 
improvements. Transportation officials may have sought to advance such 
projects for years but described data as a way to strengthen the case.

As frustrating as this is, we’ve come under fire for our bike 
projects. The council even took away our bike project budget. 
A major barrier with bike facilities has been that people see it 
[a new lane] installed, but they don’t see the usage. The scooter 
data shows us that use, so you can start to see it and show the 
skeptics that there is a need.



102 Towards Urban Data Commons? On the Origins and Significance of Platform Data Sharing Mandates

I see the scooters and the data they generate as one of the best 
tools I have for showing the facts in transportation and building 
the case for grants from the feds or prioritizing infrastructure 
projects to present to the Council. 

Unsurprisingly, successful “use cases” described in interviews align  
closely with those documented by the Open Mobility Foundation  
(OMF) on their “What’s Possible with MDS?” page and in their  
“MDS Use Case Database.”101

Ride hail managers reported different kinds of successful data use cases, 
including monitoring and enforcement of ride hail fleet caps, of driver 
safety requirements, and of minimum wage laws. Another success story 
was relayed in the use of ride hail data to fact check claims made by 
platforms such as Uber and Lyft that ride hail was reducing traffic and 
emissions. After the data showed this not to be the case, regulations were 
put in place to correct for excess cars on the road by reducing the ride hail 
fleet.

Finally, success stories for short term rental companies include using 
platform data alongside city generated host registration data and eligibility 
to identify unregistered hosts and illegal rentals. Data was also used to 
analyze impacts on housing and to create a user friendly “eligibility map” 
to help hosts more easily determine if they are allowed to list short term 
rental units and if so, to help them register and navigate registration 
requirements, such as fire safety.

Perspectives on the Big Picture and Implications 
for the Future of Data Sharing Policy

In addition to sharing their experiences with platform data sharing policy 
and program implementation some respondents also shared thoughts on 
broader questions pertaining to data governance, public vs private power, 
and implications for the future. These sentiments are more philosophical 
and speculative in nature, and conversations on these topics were often 
more informal or even lighthearted manner. However, by providing a 

101 “Introducing the MDS Use Case Database | Open Mobility Foundation,” October 20, 2020, https://www.
openmobilityfoundation.org/whats-possible-with-mds/.

https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/whats-possible-with-mds/
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/whats-possible-with-mds/


103Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs | Harvard Kennedy School

summary of interview discussions on topics like networked municipalism, 
data sharing mandates beyond e-scooters, and platform oversight beyond 
data sharing, I hope to provide relevant insight by gesturing toward some 
of the perspectives of local officials and other stakeholders.

The rise of the Mobility Data Specification (MDS) from a project of one 
agency, LADOT, to a global standard adopted in over 100 cities and 
governed via the Open Mobility Foundation (OMF) and its city-led 
governance board was clearly an inspiring or at least intriguing topic for 
many of those interviewed.

In one interview, I spoke to two respondents directly involved in OMF 
to understand what the organization means to them and whether its 
approach was perceived to have relevance beyond micromobility or even 
mobility. One described OMF admiringly as a “collective voice of cities to 
say ‘here’s what we want and here’s what we strive for’” in conversations 
with technology companies. Another respondent also involved in OMF 
felt as though a big part of the value of city-led data standards is that they 
can help cities be supportive of new services and technologies in the public 
realm, because data helps them evaluate and coordinate with technologies 
as they arise.

The big picture is about enabling cities to pilot things like 
delivery robots or drones and whatever the next big thing 
is, allowing them to test and learn from it without having 
to say “yes” or “no” before really having the information to 
understand, manage, and learn.

These ideas around “collective voice” and the enablement of data-driven 
city oversight of technologies beyond micromobility sparked a series of 
hypothesis about where data sharing might be headed next, what is unique 
about the mobility sector, and whether OMF-like organizations might 
coalesce in the future to enable B2G data sharing in other sectors.

One theory offered suggested that the imperative for sharing data with 
local governments might come from how regulated or “public” platform 
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operations are, holding that mobility is unique because it takes place in and 
depends on the public right of way.

I can see data sharing taking off in other sectors but there needs 
to be a real need for it. With mobility, it is and always has been 
and always will be something that happens in the right of way, 
so it is and should be extremely regulated.

This respondent went on to consider other sectors and situations in 
which data sharing, technical standards, and collective city voice might 
be needed, identifying existing relationships of oversight inherent in city 
permitting processes as a potentially relevant mechanism.

Anything a city permits could have an OMF structure to 
it. Like Airbnb for instance and building permits and land 
use, whenever a private startup or company comes in to do 
something novel in the public space or infrastructure, that’s 
when you might see data sharing needs arise.

The other interviewee, building upon these ideas, added a qualifier: is the 
company inherently generating data?

 We have a whole variety of issues cities are responsible 
for and managing and dealing with, some pretty pressing 
issues—housing is on my mind quite a bit—but where there 
is technology to support it, that is where you will see the most 
movement toward data sharing. It will be interesting to see 
how the Airbnbs and Zillows of the world might play a role 
but there is so much about housing that is not technologically 
advanced or doesn’t have data to support the needs in the same 
way as we’ve seen in mobility.

A final thought in this abstract conversation focused on externalities and 
hypothesized that data sharing might be needed when a data generative 
platform company causes externalities that concern the public in ways 
that require regulation. The respondent speculated that safety was such an 
externality.
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When it comes down to the public’s appetite for data sharing. 
The public cares about safety.   A dating app or a LinkedIn 
doesn’t have a safety consideration. I think when you think 
about Airbnb it is important because they need some regulation 
for safety of people visiting for fire safety and smoke alarms.

At the other end of the spectrum, another interview involved a discussion 
of how cites could develop better frameworks for evaluating not just the 
benefit, but the cost of collecting data, and speculated about what it might 
take for a city hall to reduce data sharing requirements based on such 
assessments.

We need to develop better processes for reducing the amount 
of data. Cities aren’t good about looking like they’ve made a 
mistake, but we can’t be afraid to roll back requirements if after 
a period of time we learn that the data isn’t useful or needed.

Along these same lines, this respondent was interested in alternatives to 
data collection, as a means of platform oversight and/or collaboration.

I would love to see [platforms] offer a more consultive process 
for feature development, with city hall included in that process. 
Sometimes certain features can be a way to avoid the need for 
data collection or explicit regulation.

This kind of speculation seemed to envision a future in which certain 
kinds of platforms are more explicitly conceived of as public-private 
partnerships. Given that neither ride hail nor micromobility have ever 
truly been profitable, this respondent considered whether models involving 
public subsidy or public control of mobility platforms might arise.

In mobiliy it’s more about is this service profitable as a private 
company, or does it need public subsidy/control to run, 
especially to be run equitably.
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Part 3:  
Findings 
And Final 
Thoughts
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In this final part of the report, I present synthesized findings from my 
empirical research, including a summary of observations and insights, 
as well as a set of best practice guides developed for local government 
platform data sharing policies. I then take a step back and consider broader 
implications of platform urbanism concerning data infrastructure, digital 
rights, and technological sovereignty in the emergent smart city.

Section 3.1 Summary Of 
Findings And Presentation 
Of Policy Guidelines
The following insights and observations, including synthesized research 
findings, key takeaways, further questions for the field, and policy 
guidelines for practitioners represent the outputs of my empirical and 
scholarly research into local government data sharing policy.
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Summary of High-level Insights 
and Observations

After reviewing the history and scholarship, examining policy texts, and 
gathering additional context via conversations with practitioners and 
review of other relevant primary government sources, I’ve come to the 
following conclusions about the state of platform data sharing mandates 
in a local government context. Each of the below “high-level findings” 
contains a summary of thinking as well as some additional key takeaways 
and further questions.

1. Local government platform data sharing policy mandates build on 
existing trends in B2G data sharing but signaling an important shift 
toward city power.

2. Despite legitimate concerns about abuse of power, local 
government data sharing policies and programs offer a valuable 
tool to advance the public interests and should be continued, 
responsibly.

3. Data and data sharing mandates depend on the technical capacity 
and political leverage of cities and local governments.

4. Data—and data sharing mandates—is just one part of a broader 
set of negations and governance needs concerning platforms and 
digital sovereignty in the emergent smart city.
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1.  Local Government Platform data sharing 
policy mandates build on existing trends 
in B2G data sharing, while signaling an 
important shift toward city power.

Although the most well-known “sharing economy” companies like Uber 
and Airbnb have had a presence in US cities for over a decade, it is only 
within the last few years that data sharing mandates have taken off as 
a widespread approach to platform urbanism regulation among local 
governments. 

Since 2018, the previously dominant model for B2G data sharing 
of “corporate data philanthropy” has been disrupted. The arrival of 
micromobility in cities has brought about an explosion in platform data 
sharing mandates. Prior to the widespread deployment of micromobility 
fleets by companies like Bird and Lime in US cities in 2018, our research 
found only a handful of jurisdictions with data sharing policy mandates 
for sharing economy platforms. In contrast, since 2018, we found 50 data 
sharing mandates, representing over 75% of the PUDS policy mandates 
observed.

There are various reasons why micromobility triggered a successful 
regulatory push for data reporting where short-term rental and ride hail 
had not, and the impact of this policy evolution has implications beyond 
electric scooters. A new model for platform oversight and collaboration 
is here and could be poised to stay, having already been applied beyond 
e-scooters in the context of emerging urban technologies such as personal 
delivery robots, and with discussions or pilots already maturing for the use 
of similar approaches for of autonomous vehicles, drone delivery, and curb 
management.

The arrival of the data sharing mandate signals that data is a relevant 
component of regulatory approaches to platform accountability 
and operational public-private cooperation in urban communities. 
Municipalities are increasingly familiar with modern processes of data 
collection and processing in the private sector, and they are building an 
infrastructure connect themselves to these processes as a major player. In 
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short, platform urbanism data sharing mandates or (PUDS) have come to 
prominence in the regulation and operation of micromobility platforms, 
but we should pay attention as they spread beyond scooters and into other 
domains.

Key Takeaways

• Platform urbanism data sharing policy mandates build on existing 
trends in smart urbanism and in corporate data sharing, covered in 
Part 1, Section 2 of this report.

• Important changes in both physical and political leverage, trust, 
technical capacities, and coordination/organization among cities 
and other local governments, reviewed at the conclusion of Part 
1, Section 2 of this report, help explain the shift in approach from 
voluntary data sharing to data sharing mandates.

• Data sharing mandates are typically not issued as stand-alone 
policies applicable to a broad range of urban technology platforms 
but rather as a subsection of broader regulatory policy targeted at 
a particular sharing economy sector such as short-term rental, ride 
hail, or micromobility.

• The evolution of these policies from reporting requirements to 
technical data exchange protocols illustrates the growing import 
and operationalization of data in the governance of cities. Data’s 
import has likewise accelerated a convergence and blurring of 
policy and technology, with the technical rules and mechanisms 
of data standards and APIs functioning in ways that increasingly 
resemble policy.

Questions for Further Consideration

• Will data sharing policy mandates endure beyond micromobility 
policy? Beyond mobility? If so, in what domains are they suitable 
and in what domains are they ill-fit?

• Will data sharing policy mandates continue to exist in siloes on a 
case-by-case basis or will cities develop more cohesive visions and 
programs for platform data sharing with consistent logics across 
platform sectors?
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2.  Despite legitimate concerns, local government 
data sharing policies and programs offer a 
valuable tool to advance various public interests 
and should be continued, responsibly.

The emergence of a breadth of approaches to data sharing mandates is a 
positive development for experimentation and iteration, and for public 
policy learnings in the platform regulatory space. Cities have utilized 
data for a variety of valid government use cases, including regulatory 
compliance and program operation, to advance and defend public interest 
goals like safety, equity, fairness, labor rights, and consumer protection. 
Programs have also utilized data for evaluation, providing data to 
university researchers or analysts to better understand impacts on urban 
infrastructures and environments as well as other harms and benefits. Such 
analysis in turn can inform future policy and planning accordingly. 

At the same time, these policies are new, and our team’s best practice 
analysis found they are often lacking in data privacy and protection 
assurances, at least in the public policy text itself. These policies should 
therefore be scrutinized and evaluated within the context of such best 
practices with advocates and practitioners alike pushing for responsible 
data sharing commitments in future policy iterations. Ultimately such 
protections enhance rather than undermine democratic interests by 
legitimizing valid government use cases.

Key takeaways

• Dozens of local governments grappling with questions of platform 
oversight have taken dozens of approaches to data sharing. These 
experiments offer lessons for city officials, and for state and national 
policy makers. 

• Privacy and democracy are not an either/or. Objections to the 
data sharing mandate approach tend to focus on user privacy 
concerns and concerns over proprietary business information. 
Such concerns are valid. However, instead of discontinuing data 
sharing requirements as a regulatory approach, the pressing need 
is for responsible data privacy and protection practices within data 
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sharing policies and programs that advance democratically legitimate 
goals.

• Government officials and advocates alike need tools and frameworks 
for program comparison and evaluation to advance the field and drive 
best practice improvements in future policy iterations.

Questions for Further Consideration

• How might local governments and advocates turn current debates into 
productive dialogue and learnings in ways that can advance the state of 
practice? How might the conversation about collective governance of 
community data involve community members?

• What uses for data advance democratic goals and how might they 
do so without harming democratic interests in privacy? Responsible 
data privacy and protection practices will likely vary from use-case to 
use-case. Comprehensive mapping of current data reporting, including 
tracking platform data shared at the field level and connecting data 
fields, formats, and frequencies to specific use-cases is critical for 
further advancing the field.

• What’s legal? High profile lawsuits, such as Airbnb v Boston, and 
Sanchez v LADOT offer guardrails and legal dos and don’ts that 
exceeded the scope of my current research. Further legal analysis 
may help establish clearer precedent and guardrails for platform data 
sharing approaches.
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3.  Data sharing programs are dependent on technical 
capacity and political power of local governments 

Local government platform data sharing mandates are a regulatory 
approach enmeshed in an ongoing and often asymmetrical power struggle 
between highly-capitalized and technically savvy urban platforms 
operating at a global scale and place-bound public agencies struggling to 
keep pace. The early days of platform urbanism demonstrated a power 
imbalance and resultant “race-to-the-bottom” for cities seeking to regulate 
networked digital technologies. 

More recently, advances in government technology and data capacity 
along with the emergence of a new global “municipalism” through which 
cities are coordinating their approaches internationally has provided 
technological and political leverage for local governments to respond to 
platform scale and attempt to level the playing field.

However, the current wave of municipalism and assertions of technological 
sovereignty are fragile. In the United States at least, cities are typically 
entities of the state and can be subject to state or federal preemption. And 
local governments continue to struggle to keep up with the pace of private 
sector technology companies in terms of technical capabilities. For data 
sharing mandates to iterate and evolve beyond current practice as urban 
platforms continue to emerge in new domains, it will be necessary for 
local governments to build on existing peer networks and develop new 
organizations and intra-city governance models, both informal and formal, 
to exert collective leverage. 

Key takeaways

• Organized municipal networks like the Open Mobility Foundation 
(OMF), Cities for Digital Rights Coalition, the Civic Analytics 
Network (CAN) of Chief Data Officers, or more informal networks 
of “Rebel Cities”102 have provided vehicles for municipal 
organization and collective leverage in the building of local power, 

102 Beppe Caccia, “A European Network of Rebel Cities?,” openDemocracy, accessed April 20, 2022, https://
www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/european-network-of-rebel-cities/.

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/european-network-of-rebel-cities/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/european-network-of-rebel-cities/
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and in the development and negotiation of technological data 
standards and policy approaches with urban platforms.

• Cities and other local governments have developed and 
implemented data sharing frameworks in the absence of state 
or federal policies, but as a result these frameworks could be 
preempted.

• In addition to intra-jurisdictional political organization local 
governments need to continue to develop their internal technical 
capacities, including both technically savvy personnel and 
modernized technology systems in order to actively participate in 
shaping future frameworks for platform governance in the city.

Questions for Further Consideration

• How have sharing economy platforms already/historically lobbied 
state legislatures in ways that have preempted municipal or local 
regulatory approaches to platform governance or data sharing 
specifically?

• What technical skills, systems, and capabilities are most needed 
within local government for the responsible development and 
implementation of platform data sharing programs?

• What democratic mechanisms govern inter-governmental 
political organization? How can organizations like OMF, and 
technical standards with policy implications like MDS be governed 
democratically in ways accountable to urban communities?
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4.  Data sharing programs are just one part of 
a broader set of questions about platforms 
and digital sovereignty in the city.

A focus on data sharing in-and-of itself sometimes misses the point 
of platform regulation. A variety of digital rights, privacy protections, 
environmental protections, labor protections, consumer protections, 
anti-trust regulations, and technical interoperability requirements are likely 
needed for effectively protecting and advancing the public interests when 
it comes to the regulation of urban platforms. Such policies are needed not 
only at the municipal or local scale, but at the state and national level as 
well to better compliment data sharing programs. 

As will be discussed further in Section 3.2 below, the data sharing debate 
can be a (sometimes distracting) proxy for these fundamental questions 
about digital infrastructure and the role of the public and private sectors 
in cities. However, data sharing and governance should not be understood 
as separate from these more material issues. Instead, the purpose of data 
governance should be to advance these kinds of democratic objectives in 
cities and combat instances where coercive and asymmetrical data flows 
have eroded them. Data is fundamental for the evaluation and negotiation 
needed to empower the most vulnerable and bolster other protections. 
In this light PUDS policies can been seen not just as data polices but as 
experiments in how new digital infrastructures might foster the more 
equal relations among disparate parties needed for democracy to thrive. 
Future work in this arena should surface this important conversation about 
the role of digital information flows and data governance in fostering the 
materials needs of all interested parties in the city.

Key takeaways

• A lack of fundamental data rights and protections—such as the 
European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)—at 
the national level in the United States amplifies issues of data 
sharing and disempowers individual users in having a say about 
what data platforms collect and whether and how that data is 
shared with local governments. 
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• Absent national data privacy and protection policies local 
governments in the United States have made various attempts to act 
on behalf of platform users in their jurisdictions via data privacy 
and protection language within sharing economy platform permit 
requirements; however, the effectiveness of provisions—such as 
provisions limiting the ability of urban platforms to collect certain 
data or to share data with third parties—is likely limited.

• Assumptions about data governance and digital or technological 
“sovereignty” underly approaches taken in various jurisdictions 
and their visions and justifications for platform data sharing, 
Different models are emerging in different cities and are beginning 
to be articulated in key vision documents, smart city plans, and 
declarations and manifestos. Examples include the Los Angeles 
Department of Transportation’s “Transportation Technology Action 
Plan”103, the Open Mobility Foundation’s mission and bylaws104, 
the City of Barcelona’s “Digital City Plan (2015-2019)105”, the 
Cities for Digital Rights Coalition’s “Principles and Declaration of 
Cities for Digital Rights”106, the “Data Commons Manifesto”107 
associated with the DECODE (DEcentralized Citizen Owned Data 
Ecosystems) project108, and others.

• These bigger questions about the role of the public and private 
sectors in the development, administration and management of 
urban platforms and the data they generate are needed and will be 
key to the future of data sharing programs.

• Bigger questions about the role of data flows and asymmetries 
in material interests such as consumer rights, labor rights, 
environmental protections and justice, public safety, access to 
housing and mobility, etc. should drive how we design new data 
infrastructures and governance models.

103 “Technology Action Plan - January 2020,” LADOT, accessed April 18, 2022, https://www.ladot.lacity.org/
docs/technology-action-plan-january-2020.

104 “FAQ | Open Mobility Foundation,” June 18, 2019, https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/faq/.

105 “Barcelona Digital City Plan 2015-2019 - P2P Foundation,” accessed April 18, 2022, https://wiki.
p2pfoundation.net/Barcelona_Digital_City_Plan_2015-2019.

106 “Declaration of Cities Coalition for Digital Rights.”

107 Anònim, “Data Commons Manifesto,” Text, May 14, 2020, https://tecnopolitica.net/en/content/data-
commons-manifesto.

108 admin, “What Is DECODE?,” Text, DECODE, April 24, 2017, https://www.decodeproject.eu/what-decode.

https://www.ladot.lacity.org/docs/technology-action-plan-january-2020
https://www.ladot.lacity.org/docs/technology-action-plan-january-2020
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/faq/
https://wiki.p2pfoundation.net/Barcelona_Digital_City_Plan_2015-2019
https://wiki.p2pfoundation.net/Barcelona_Digital_City_Plan_2015-2019
https://tecnopolitica.net/en/content/data-commons-manifesto
https://tecnopolitica.net/en/content/data-commons-manifesto
https://www.decodeproject.eu/what-decode
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• As will be discussed further below, such questions, rather than 
concerning each individual user’s data/privacy in an atomized 
way, are fundamentally collective in nature, and therefore require 
democratic, rather than individually negotiated, approaches to 
community data governance.

Questions for Further Consideration

• What state and national policy is needed to support local 
democracy in the oversight of urban platforms? How should local 
policies complement or interface with state and national policies? 
What short term steps should be prioritized at the local level absent 
state or national action?

• What models are being explored more generally for platform 
governance and accountability? What models are being put forth 
for urban technological sovereignty? What differing political 
assumptions and worldviews about digital sovereignty underlie 
various local government jurisdictions’ approaches to data sharing 
requirements?

• Who should oversee and administer platforms? How might 
alternative models such as the platform cooperative movement109 
or the concept of “platform municipalism” and others110 provide 
insights for local governments and urban communities seeking 
broader frameworks and visions for the role of urban platforms 
within cities?

• How might various experimental or proposed models of data 
ownership, access, and sharing—such as data trusts, data coalitions, 
data coops, data utilities, etc.—inform future approaches to 
platform data sharing policy mandates and urban platform 
governance generally?

• What kind of data infrastructure does (local) democracy need? 
What is the goal of B2G data sharing in cities? Using data for 

109 “Platform Cooperativism Consortium | A Hub That Helps You Start, Grow, or Convert to Platform Co-Ops.,” 
Platform Cooperativism Consortium, accessed May 18, 2022, https://platform.coop/.

110 Nathan Schneider, “An Internet of Ownership: Democratic Design for the Online Economy,” The 
Sociological Review 66, no. 2 (March 1, 2018): 320–40, https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026118758533.

https://platform.coop/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026118758533
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platform regulation is a more narrowly tailored vision for B2G 
data sharing than that of aggregating private sector data to build a 
“knowledge commons” that informs community understandings of 
the city more broadly. What material goals should be pursued along 
this spectrum” and what is the role of local agencies in building 
data infrastructures that balance data asymmetries between the 
private sector, public institutions and the populous in order to 
advance more just material and power relations?

Platform Urbanism Data Sharing 
Policy Guidelines: Best Practice 
Recommendations for Practitioners

Building a future for cities that empowers legitimate government use cases 
for platform data sharing while protecting fundamental privacy rights—a 
future that ultimately serves the public interest by holding both private 
platforms and government regulators accountable—will take continued 
debate and dialogue, as well as continued policymaking.

In order to support effective and responsible regulatory approaches 
as jurisdictions develop new platform urbanism data sharing (PUDS) 
policy iterations, my team and I documented a set of best practice 
recommendations: the “Platform Urbanism Data Sharing (PUDS) Policy 
Guidelines”. These guidelines draw from research, including qualitative 
interviews with public officials and other practitioners, policy review and 
analysis, and a literature review of the academic scholarship on the topic. 
However, we owe a particular debt of gratitude to legal scholar and smart 
city researcher Beatriz Botero Arcila and her writing and recommendations 
for local governments, including her articles “Sharing Data in the Sharing 
Economy: Policy Recommendations for Local Governments” and “The 
Case for Local Data Sharing Ordinances”, both of which we have drawn 
from heavily.

The guidelines are not ranked in order of priority and do not address every 
question that should be considered when preparing a platform urbanism 
data sharing policy. However they provide a starting point and guide to 
ensure certain best practices are taken into account. In addition to serving 

https://www.repository.law.indiana.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1119&context=ijlse
https://www.repository.law.indiana.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1119&context=ijlse
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3817894
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3817894
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as a resource for policy makers, we hope these guidelines can also serve 
as a rubric to help advocates and researchers make sense of, compare, and 
evaluate PUDS policies—and hold government officials to account as this 
emergent regulatory framework takes shape.

#1 Justify the PUDS program by defining government 
objectives and documenting data use cases

There are a number of valid reasons for local governments to seek access 
to platform data—including goals related to regulatory enforcement, 
evaluation of impacts and externalities, coordination with platforms for 
program management, and to support program-related infrastructure 
planning and policy. However, given that this kind of mandate involves 
technical burdens imposed on private companies and requires the handling 
of potentially sensitive information by public officials, it is important for 
local governments to define their goals and spell out why platform data is 
needed to achieve them. 

Not only is stating program goals a crucial PUDS policy best practice, 
thinking through these specifics is an important process step and should be 
considered a prerequisite to pursuing the enactment of a PUDS program 
in the first place. For each goal, officials should ask themselves if data 
is truly needed, considering alternatives wherever feasible. Articulating 
those data needs that do remain will establish the public case for why 
potentially sensitive platform information will be collected and handled 
by government officials and why the platform must comply in order to 
operate within the community. This kind of clarity will have the added 
bonus of allowing members of the public to consider whether they agree 
with stated goals and data needs and to weigh in accordingly. Allowing 
public feedback on program goals will in turn help to build stronger policy 
with democratic legitimacy, ultimately bolstering a PUDS program from 
potential challenges. 

Often the best PUDS objectives build off of existing regulatory frameworks 
or goals, and, importantly, according to Beatriz Botero Arcila “The 
objectives should be related to advancing local welfare and should never be 
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related to criminal law enforcement, as this would be in clear violation of 
users’ and firms’ Fourth Amendment rights.”

Finally, defining government objectives should include considering and 
documenting the ways in which platform data will be used. This kind of 
“data use case” might be as specific as—to use a micromobility example—
stating that vehicle ID data will be used to generate a count of unique 
vehicles deployed in the city in order to check that number against a 
city’s micromobility permit rules and ensure that a company’s fleet is not 
exceeding a defined vehicle cap. Alternatively, a data use case may be more 
general, such as stating that trip data will be used to evaluate mobility 
patterns in order to evaluate impacts on safety and traffic management 
and inform future policies accordingly. In either case, it is fundamentally 
important for PUDS policy to state a data use case as clearly as the 
agency goal(s) will allow, as this in itself is a crucial aspect of best practice 
#5 “Transparency and Accountability” and will enable more catered 
approaches to the rest of our best practices, including data minimization 
(#2) and fields, and frequencies (#3), as well as roles and permissions (#6)  
and privacy and security (#7).

#2 Minimize data collection to the least invasive 
information needed to meet program objectives

If guideline #1 is about collecting the information needed, guideline #2 
is about not collecting or retaining the information you don’t need. Data 
minimization is the principle that only information that is necessary to 
achieve a given goal should be collected and retained by an organization, 
especially with regard to personally identifiable, potentially re-identifiable, 
or other potentially sensitive information. PUDS policies will lesson 
risk and mitigate the potential for privacy harm by including data 
minimization commitments tied to the government objectives and data use 
cases defined under guideline #1. Employing data minimization principles 
will also help guide considerations of the data formats, fields and reporting 
frequencies specified by a PUDS policy (guideline #3), ensuring that data 
can be aggregated, summarized, truncated, fuzzed, etc. to the least invasive 
technical requirements necessary.
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In some cases data minimization might dictate that collecting raw, granular 
platform data is unnecessary. In other cases raw, granular data may be 
required to achieve a government auditing objective of ensuring that 
summary statistics are produced accurately and truthfully. In such cases 
where sensitive data is collected out of necessity PUDS policies should 
ensure that it is handled securely, with a defined and limited number 
of users granted permission, and in ways that are firewalled from other 
systems and users that do not require access. These approaches related 
to data minimization are covered more fully in their own guideline (#7) 
below.

#3 Specify fields and frequencies to cater 
data granularity to program needs

Fields and frequencies are where “collecting what you need” (guideline 
#1) and “not collecting what you don’t need” (guideline #2) play out 
technically.

By considering what data fields are needed, at what level of aggregation and 
frequency can allow local governments to balance program objectives with 
data minimization principles.

• PUDS policies should specify that platform data reporting recur 
in a frequency appropriately catered to the regulatory need and 
appropriately minimized to be no more frequent than that need 
requires. For example, if the government objective is to evaluate 
impacts of a micromobility fleet on traffic patterns and mode 
share over the course of a 6 month pilot, data likely is not needed 
on a frequent basis, such as daily or real-time, and monthly or 
quarterly data might do. Alternatively, if government officials 
are coordinating closely with a platform to ensure real-time 
compliance with a no ride zone rule during a special event, more 
frequent data sharing may be called for.

• PUDS policies should specify required data fields, providing 
documentation of field names and definitions in a data reporting 
schema. In defining such data reporting schemas, city officials 
should work with platforms to understand what data is available 
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and how it is structured, potentially requesting sample or synthetic 
data as a starting point for data design. However, officials should 
not equate available data with needed data, and should instead 
allow for certain sensitive fields to be summarized or aggregated 
to the least intrusive level of information sharing needed, and for 
unnecessary or especially sensitive fields—where the benefits of 
collecting data are outweighed by risks—to be fully excluded.

While such data specifications should be documented as part of PUDS 
policy, officials should be empowered to update and iterate on field, 
frequencies, and levels of aggregation administratively as data use cases are 
tested and tweaked, provided such tweaks continue to adhere to program 
goals (guideline #1) and data minimization approaches (guideline #2).

#4 Require machine-readable open formats 
and relevant data standards

In order for data sharing to be meaningful and useful, data formats should 
be specified in ways technically suited to government objectives and 
systems and in line with relevant industry standards and technical best 
practices. This means that 

• PUDS policies should specify that data be shared in a structured, 
machine-readable format (not via PDFs!) to allow for processing.

• PUDS policies should specify that data sharing protocols utilize 
non-proprietary, open formats to prevent lock-in or reliance on just 
one third party vendor or software system.

• PUDS policies should require that data conform to open standards 
for consistency and interoperability where such standards are 
available, for example, specifying the use of the Mobility Data 
Specification (MDS) and General Bike Feed Specification (GBFS) in 
the context of micromobility platform data sharing.

As with guideline #3, while data formats and standards should be specified 
as part of PUDS policy, officials should be granted some flexibility to 
update and iterate on such formats administratively in order to make use 

https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/about-mds/
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/about-mds/
https://github.com/NABSA/gbfs
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of new formats, new versions releases of existing standards, or entirely new 
standards as industries and technologies evolve.

Another technical consideration closely related to specifying data formats 
and standards is the mechanism of data exchange, be that bulk download 
of flat files transferred via a secure process like an SFTP, or be it direct, 
queryable access to data via an application program interface (API). 
Navigating requirements for platform data transfer via bulk data or via API 
should be done in consultation with technical experts as well as with the 
likely users of the information, with the selected approach documented in 
program requirements and enforced in PUDS policy language.

#5 Commit to program transparency and public 
oversight through disclosure, reporting, and open data

Local governments collecting and handling private platform data have 
a responsibility to hold themselves accountable to public scrutiny. 
Transparency does not mean, of course, that any sensitive platform 
information should be made available to the public; however, it does mean 
that PUDS policies should commit to making program rules, procedures, 
and other documents easily discoverable and reviewable, as well as sharing 
metadata and other relevant information, such as what data fields are 
collected and handled by public officials and why (guidelines #1, #3) and 
which specific public officials are responsible for program oversight and 
administration, including what departments or individuals have access 
and with whom data might be shared (including vendors or third party 
software providers), as well as what kinds of retention, privacy, and security 
practices are in place (guidelines #2, #6, #7).

Accessibility to such program information should be considered whenever 
possible with overly technical documents translated into layman’s terms 
and made available in a variety of languages reflective of community 
needs. Such commitments should also make space for public comment and 
feedback, both during the policy development and consideration process, 
as well as on an ongoing basis as platform data sharing is implemented and 
operationalized.
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In addition to providing public oversight, transparency is also an 
opportunity for PUDS programs to communicate the value of platform 
data sharing to the public by revealing insights and impacts through 
the presentation of data analysis, summary dashboards or even through 
publication of appropriately aggregated and de-identified open data 
derived from PUDS program data. Perhaps more important than sharing 
summary data is sharing progress and impacts both with the public, and 
with their elected representatives in the form of regular reporting to the 
city council or chief executive.

#6 Establish organizational structures for 
program implementation, including roles, 
responsibilities, and accountability mechanisms

In addition to incorporating external, public oversight, PUDS programs 
should also commit to effective implementation and accountability by 
clearly defining what internal departments and positions are responsible 
for overseeing data collection and use, ideally establishing and naming a 
single authority in charge of administration of platform data sharing. Many 
policies specify that an existing public official/position already responsible 
for a related regulatory charge oversee platform oversight—for example, 
in the context of ride hail, the transportation official or commissioner 
responsible for overseeing the issuance of taxi licenses—including 
overseeing the collection and handling of platform data. However, new 
positions/authorities can also be created by PUDS policy, and indeed 
platform data sharing may present new technical challenges that require 
new organizational structure, if not always new staff. These considerations 
should be anticipated and planned for with responsible staffing, technical 
support, and other resourcing, including technical infrastructure, to meet 
such needs. 

With such practical and material needs in mind, as with any policy 
establishing new agency responsibilities and digital infrastructure, 
developing and implementing PUDS Policy should be done with 
considerations for sustainability. One way to do this is to consider funding 
sources, such as platform permit fees to fund things like staff, software, and 
servers. Sufficient funding can mean the difference between successful and 



125Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs | Harvard Kennedy School

unsuccessful use of platform data as a key tool for oversight, evaluation, 
and coordination. 

Clearly articulating roles and organizational structure in a PUDS program 
is crucial not only for effective implementation and for accountability, 
but also for privacy. As we will cover in guideline #7, below, it is critical 
to understand who is responsible for what to be able to effectively set 
permissions for who should have access to what data, and why, and to 
ensure that those who don’t need access don’t have it.

#7 Classify, protect, and permission sensitive data.

The collection of private platform user data comes with serious 
responsibilities for relevant government parties to handle such data with 
appropriate care by ensuring best practices in data privacy and security. 
As discussed in guideline #2, this starts with a data minimization mindset 
and with avoiding the collection of unnecessary data, including any 
data for which risks posed by agency collection and handling are greater 
than potential benefits. For data that is collected to advance government 
objectives, PUDS Policies should build off of existing agency privacy 
policies to ensure that any personally identifiable information (PII), or 
other sensitive data that might pose concerns for reidentification or privacy 
issues are classified and safeguarded accordingly. This should include 
working with IT staff to ensure cybersecurity protocols are in place for 
sensitive data in rest and in transit, and to ensure that data is firewalled 
against access by those without appropriate permissions granted. Agencies 
should review PUDS roles and responsibilities (guideline #6) as well as 
PUDS data use cases (guideline #1) in order to set permissions for access 
to the most sensitive information in raw/granular form to only those who 
require access. Where such data is concerned, others who may have data 
use cases that do not require raw access should be permissioned to access 
only derivative or summary datasets that have undergone de-identification 
and aggregation, batching, or fuzzing of sensitive fields like timestamps 
and GPS location coordinates. In accordance with relevant privacy policies, 
it may make sense to require background checks or other pre-qualification 
requirements for those agency staff granted access to sensitive information, 
and such individuals should be subject to appropriate audits, monitoring 
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or other checks and balances to provide accountability mechanisms in 
accordance with local laws and privacy procedures.

Department legal and policy advisors should be consulted to review 
relevant open records laws and consider disclosure obligations that may 
pose privacy risks for information that is substantively sensitive, but 
administratively not covered by open-records exemptions. Classification 
can help with this concern, and it is similarly recommended that data be 
labeled, formatted, etc. in ways that will support records act disclosure 
compliance without revealing detailed information about platform users. 
Records retention policies should similarly be reviewed and can help set 
storage limits and timelines that may reduce the risks and liabilities of 
storing sensitive user information.

For many legitimate government objectives and use cases, some data 
may need to be shared with other departments or even with outside 
agencies. In most instances, data aggregation and de-identification 
will allow for the sharing of non-sensitive derivative platform data. 
However, PUDS programs should require the establishment of clear 
processes and procedures for reviewing and documenting instances of 
data sharing and data access requests that may arise from time to time. 
Such processes should commit to transparency (guideline # 5) by keeping 
publicly available records of what requests for data access have been 
made and granted, to whom, and for what purposes. Depending on the 
context, it may also be appropriate to employ a standard license or data 
sharing agreement for such instances of data sharing that commits other 
departments or third parties to adhering to privacy requirements and 
limits use of information to predefined permitted purposes that align with 
stated government program objectives. 

Importantly, unless otherwise compelled by law or court order, PUDS 
programs should firewall data against sharing with departments that 
deal with criminal justice issues for which privacy risks are particularly 
harmful, such as police departments or immigration services.
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PUDS Policy Guidelines on the Platform 
Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub

A living version of these policy guidelines, complete with additional 
resources and policy examples for each best practice is available on the 
Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Hub.111

Figure 43.  Platform Urbanism Data Sharing Policy Guidelines.

111 See: https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/policy-guidelines

https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/policy-guidelines
https://sites.google.com/view/datasharingpolicyhub/policy-guidelines
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Section 3.2 Broader Implications: 
Democracy, Data, And 
The Future Of The City
It’s a familiar pattern: technology brings societal change to the city, and 
local democratic institutions respond to that change with the adoption 
of new policies. What often gets overlooked is that while new rules and 
regulations serve a practical, legal function in the literal work of managing 
urban space and markets, and regulating technology, these administrative 
or legislative texts also play a performative and symbolic role. Taken as 
cultural artifacts these policies reflect and codify societal values, and 
contemporaneous attitudes toward a given technology and its impacts. 
Understanding such value judgments inherent in tech policy can help us 
take stock of our assumptions and see more clearly what kind of new world 
they might be ushering in. In short, emerging tech policies have stories to 
tell—and if we want to understand where we are and where we are headed, 
these stories are worth listening to.

This final section of the report seeks to articulate, summarize, and prompt 
questions about some of the stories of cultural values and assumptions 
playing out in the development and implementation of local government 
platform data sharing mandates the debate surrounding them—and what 
it all might mean for the future of data infrastructure, digital rights, and 
technological sovereignty in the emergent smart city.

New Frameworks Beyond the Binary

Our hypotheticals from this report’s introduction speak to the apparent 
tension between intuitive ideas about user privacy and about government 
oversight of urban digital platforms and the data they generate. However, 
while review of the literature and close examination of the landscape of 
platform urbanism data sharing policies and programs may not bring us to 
the “correct” answer for how to balance these interests, the trend of more 
and more local governments mandating access to platform data suggests 
an increasing desire for governments to play a more active and informed 
role in the administration of digital services and the management of 
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digital communities in certain contexts in urban space—or perhaps a 
distrust of private platform companies operating these kinds of services, 
communities, and marketplaces, unsupervised.

How should we make sense of this trend? I argue that it is critical for the 
field to move beyond false binaries of public vs private and of privacy vs 
democracy as we find a way forward.

Beyond Public Agency vs Private 
Platform: Centering Community

Local government platform data sharing policies can be seen to define 
the terms of engagement and data sharing between two parties: a public 
agency and a private platform. However, it is important to keep in mind 
that community members—by which I mean the overlapping categories of 
both urban residents and platform users—are also inherently party to this 
arrangement. As users, they generate platform data, and as residents, they 
experience impacts on urban space, infrastructures and markets. Future 
conversation and research on platform data sharing should therefore move 
beyond the zero-sum binary of public (agency) vs private (platform) to 
considerations of how various governance, oversight, and rights-protection 
models can balance interests between public agencies, private urban 
platforms, and community members. 

The current debate seems to involve platforms and governments each 
claiming to be the rightful protectors of community interests. Platforms 
claim to speak for their users by defending their data privacy and 
advancing their unimpeded access to platform services accountable to 
consumer market demand. Local governments simultaneously claim to 
speak for residents in defending their neighborhoods from risks and harms 
and by using data-informed policy to advance community goals in ways 
accountable to democratic feedback. 

Rather than spoken for, community members—as residents and as 
users—should be centered in this debate, with urban communities directly 
consulted about their views on data collection, data sharing, program 
oversight, and platform governance.
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Not Privacy Vs Democracy, Privacy And Democracy

Similarly the privacy debate surrounding local government data sharing 
mandates poses legitimate concerns about the protection of sensitive user 
data and about the fundamental data rights of users and of platforms 
themselves.  Local governments have made compelling arguments about 
the need for access to platform data in order to enforce democratically 
legitimate rules and evaluate impacts in ways accountable to democratic 
processes. These issues are complicated, and reasonable actors might 
disagree on the specifics, but best practices for responsible data sharing can 
help the conversation and state of practice move beyond the false binary of 
privacy vs democracy toward protecting both of those important societal 
values.

Harm Reduction vs Public Benefit - 
What is B2G Data Sharing For?

As we saw in tracing the origins of platform data sharing in section 1.2 
of this report, early advocates and evangelists for public access to private 
data (a form of “business to government” or “B2G” data sharing) like 
UN Global Pulse Initiative Director, Robert Kirkpartrick, called for data 
sharing not necessarily for the purpose of regulatory enforcement or even 
harm reduction, but for the generation of new public information assets as 
a “data commons” to advance societal good through data-powered analysis, 
decision making, and social science research.

In speaking with government officials, the idea of the data commons seems 
to underpin many local government approaches to B2G platform data 
sharing represented in the policies reviewed by my research. However, no 
policy included in our policy database contains the word “commons” nor 
do any of the policies explicitly cite the concept of a “data commons” as a 
goal, with the closest analogue likely being policies that allude to the need 
for data to inform policy and planning, and, to a lesser extent, policies 
that seek to publish privacy-respecting summarized/aggregated open data 
derived from data shared by platforms as a means of informing the public. 
Instead of building public knowledge, most data sharing programs focus 
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on harm reduction measures, such as regulatory enforcement and impact 
evaluation.

An important exception to this trend is the DECODE (DEcentralised 
Citizen Owned Data Ecosystems) project112, an initiative undertaken by 
the cities of Amsterdam and Barcelona and associated programs like the 
Barcelona Data Commons113 that explicitly focus on the production of 
useful platform-derived data as a public asset. 

In the contexts of the “public vs private”, and “privacy vs. democracy” 
binaries described above, a focus on harm reduction through regulatory 
enforcement and impact evaluation makes sense for local government 
platform data sharing mandates. However, when considering broader 
perhaps collective/community-centered questions of digital infrastructure, 
and democratic power it may make sense to revisit the notion that local 
government should take up the mantle of building or at least stewarding 
the production of public knowledge via an urban data commons.

Figure 44.  “Platform Data Sharing Justifications / Government Purpose.”

112 admin, “What Is DECODE?”

113 “Our Vision – Data Commons Barcelona,” accessed April 18, 2022, https://datacommons.barcelona/our-
vision/.

https://datacommons.barcelona/our-vision/
https://datacommons.barcelona/our-vision/
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Individual vs. Collective Conceptions of 
Urban Platform Data and the Case for 
Managing City Data as a Commons

As legal scholar Salome Viljoen has noted114, our current model of data 
governance, as well as the leading critiques of that model, all conceive 
of platform data as an individual, rather collective good: either as 
“thing-like”—treating data as an individual’s property or labor that can be 
sold or exchanged through contractual relationships and market logics) 
or as “person-like” (treating data as an expression or extension of the 
individual self, and therefore protected by fundamental, inalienable rights 
to privacy and autonomy) (See Table 8).

114 Salomé Viljoen, “A Relational Theory of Data Governance,” accessed April 28, 2022, https://www.
yalelawjournal.org/feature/a-relational-theory-of-data-governance.

https://www.yalelawjournal.org/feature/a-relational-theory-of-data-governance
https://www.yalelawjournal.org/feature/a-relational-theory-of-data-governance
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Table 8: Data Governance Critiques + Reform Proposalss

Table of Data Governance Reform Proposals summarized by Salome Viljoen in her works “A Relational Theory of Data 
Governance”115 and “Data as Property?”116

Individual 
vs 
Collective 

Critique /
Proposal

Conception 
of Data

Description Theory of  
data harm

Relevant 
legal 
framework(s)

Example 
reforms

Individual

Data as an 
Individual 
Medium

(DIM)

Propertarian As individual 
property

As individual 
labor

Reforms to data governance 
that propose a property right 
over data about the subject in 
which the data subject may sell 
usage or full ownership rights. 
Alternatively the data may be 
conceived of as a form of the 
subject’s labor that entitles the 
data subject to command a 
wage in a data-labor market. 
The general notion behind such 
proposals is that formalizing the 
market for data about subjects 
provides a solution to the 
problems of data extraction. This 
solution transforms data about 
the subject into an asset that 
generates wealth for the subject.

Property  
theft

Labor theft

Economic 
exploitation

Property  
law

Labor 
protections

Consumer 
protections

Contract  
law

Data  
coalitions

Data  
unions

Data  
dividends

Individual

Data as an 
Individual 
Medium

(DIM)

Dignitarian As expression 
or extension 
of individual 
selfhood

Reforms to data governance 
that conceive of data as an 
expression (or extension) 
of individual selfhood. Such 
accounts advance legal rights 
over personal data akin to 
natural rights: they obtain in the 
data subject as an extension of 
their right to self determination.

Legibility 
harm

Surveillance

Rights  
violation

Human rights Inalienable 
individual 
privacy rights 
(ex. Right to be 
forgotten)

GDPR

Collective

Data as a 
Democratic 
Medium

(DDM)

Egalitarian Collective, 
inherently 
social/
relational 
good

“Democratic 
resource”

“Collective 
resource 
subject to 
democratic 
ordering”

Data governance reforms that 
consider the relational nature 
of data: information about one 
individual is useful (or harmful) 
precisely because it can be used 
to infer features about—and 
thus make decisions affecting—
others. Therefore requires legal 
regimes that can govern via 
population-scale, democratic 
governance

Relational

Population- 
scale;

Anti- 
democratic

Infrastructure

Public 
domain

Commons / 
common- 
pool 
resources

Democratic 
governance

National 
data trust; 
Community 
data trust

Limited 
monopoly 
rights for 
corporate 
databases that 
must be ceded 
to a “public 
domain”

Barcelona Data 
Commons

US Census 
purpose-limited 
data collection

115 Viljoen.

116 “Data as Property?,” Phenomenal World (blog), October 16, 2020, https://www.phenomenalworld.org/analysis/data-
as-property/.

https://www.yalelawjournal.org/feature/a-relational-theory-of-data-governance
https://www.yalelawjournal.org/feature/a-relational-theory-of-data-governance
https://www.phenomenalworld.org/analysis/data-as-property/
https://www.phenomenalworld.org/analysis/data-as-property/
https://www.phenomenalworld.org/analysis/data-as-property/
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While “propertarian” and “dignitarian” critiques have value and correctly 
object to our current regime of private sector/platform dominated data 
governance, both of these critiques conceive of data as an individual 
good, in a way that Viljoen argues, fundamentally misunderstands data. 
Instead, she proposes that data is a fundamentally a social, collective 
good and therefore must be governed collectively as such via democratic 
mechanisms. She calls this view an “egalitarian” or “relational” theory of 
data governance.

For Viljoen this is in part because of the economic and material conditions 
of “data production” in the modern information economy. She argues that 
the primary use of data by platforms, brokers and other institutional data 
collecting actors is to derive not individual- but “population-level insights” 
that create “social benefits and harms” in their orderings of groups and 
predictions of behaviors in accordance with group identities. This truth has 
implications for data governance.

The relevant task of data governance is not to reassert individual 
control over the terms of one’s own datafication (even if this 
were possible) or to maximize personal gain, as leading legal 
approaches to data governance seek to do. Instead, the task is 
to develop the institutional responses necessary to represent 
(and adjudicate among) the relevant population-level interests 
at stake in data production.117

Others have arrived at similar critiques of governing platform data under 
regimes of individual private property or of individual privacy through 
more straightforward analysis. As Yulia Panfil and Andrew Hagopian 
of the New America Foundation point out, in economic terms data is 
non-rivalrous (its use by one does not deplete its use by others—in fact 
data use often generates more data) and depending on how private and 
secure it is, may or may not be non-excludable (“information wants to be 
free” and barring strong privacy and security protections, it is difficult to 
prevent others from using data).

117 Viljoen, “A Relational Theory of Data Governance.”
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Applying the framework of Nobel Prize winning economist Elinor Ostrom, Panfil and 
Hagopian suggest that non-sensitive data should rightfully be considered a “public 
good” and sensitive data a “club good” both of which are forms of “commons”—goods 
that are fundamentally collective, not individual in nature/ownership-stake and 
should be managed accordingly.118

The current debate over how to govern data centers on two poles: privacy, 
and private property. Each of these poles, while helpfully answering certain 
governance questions, introduces a dogma that is unhelpful when dealing 
with a resource that is diverse and changing quickly.

Introducing a third frame—the commons—may unlock new pieces of the 
data governance puzzle, and help us solve the problem of how to regulate 
and manage this new and rapidly changing resource.119

Advancing these ideas further Anouk Ruhaak, Greg Bloom, Dr. Angie 
Raymond, Willa Tavernier, Divya Siddarth, Gary Motz and Melanie Dulong de 
Rosnay, writing for the Mozilla Foundation have adapted Ostrom’s “8 principles for 
managing the commons” to data governance.120 

Despite the strength of these collective/relational and commons-based frameworks 
for data, Viljoen warns that data’s status is contested as “unsettled in law”. We see 
this contest of competing, sometimes contradictory conceptions of data and data 
governance playing out in B2G data sharing models and platform data sharing policy 
mandates in cities. Despite Kirkpatrick’s invocation of the “commons”, in the era 
of urban platform data philanthropy, platform data was treated as a capital asset, 
property to be donated or even sold to cities as a product or service. As dignitarian 
critiques of surveillance capitalism rose to prominence, we saw cities begin to justify 
data mandates seemingly by arguing that platform data is an extension of the city 
itself, an argument of community “selfhood” and a community’s “right” to access 
its “own” data once extracted by platform surveillance technologies. Propertarian 
and dignitarian arguments have also been employed to oppose PUDs policies, the 
former in framing uncompensated, compulsory city collection of platform data from 
platform companies as a “taking” and the latter featuring prominently in various 

118 “A Commons Approach to Data Governance,” New America, accessed May 16, 2022, http://newamerica.org/weekly/
commons-approach-to-data-governance/.

119 “A Commons Approach to Data Governance.”

120 Anouk Ruhaak, “A Practical Framework for Applying Ostrom’s Principles to Data Commons Governance,” Mozilla 
Foundation (blog), December 6, 2021, https://foundation.mozilla.org/en/blog/a-practical-framework-for-applying-
ostroms-principles-to-data-commons-governance/.

http://newamerica.org/weekly/commons-approach-to-data-governance/
http://newamerica.org/weekly/commons-approach-to-data-governance/
https://foundation.mozilla.org/en/blog/a-practical-framework-for-applying-ostroms-principles-to-data-commons-governance/
https://foundation.mozilla.org/en/blog/a-practical-framework-for-applying-ostroms-principles-to-data-commons-governance/
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arguments invoking the fundamental individual privacy rights of platform 
users or of companies themselves in seeking to prevent or limit city access 
to platform data.

The scholars cited in this section might argue that the current debate about 
PUDS in part fails communities by failing to recognize the limits of these 
private property (“propertarian”) and individual privacy (“dignitarian”) 
based frameworks, calling instead, as Viljoen does, for conversations 
premised on a commons-based understanding of data’s democratic 
possibilities.

Conceiving of data’s democratic possibilities can provide 
greater standing for a wider range of priorities and goals to 
motivate how and why information is produced.121

Likewise, according to Ostrum’s first principle, a commons must have 
defined boundaries, which when applied to data governance Ruhaak et 
al. take to mean a well-defined purpose and set of shared values for the 
collection and use of data. 

But how do collective conceptions of data governance motivated by 
shared priorities and goals relate to B2G data sharing models in cities? 
In her seminal paper “City as a Commons” legal scholar Sheila Foster 
describes the potential of the city to serve as “enabler and facilitator” of 
commons-based approaches. Foster conceives of an “urban collaborative 
governance” in which city hall “redistributes decision making power and 
influence away from the center and towards an engaged public…to take 
care of common resources, including the city itself as a resource”. 

What stabilizes the kind of collaborative institutional 
ecosystem that we envision is the role of the public authority, 
which becomes that of coordinator and mediator in co-design 
processes. In this sense, the networks, actions and reactions of 
others in the ecosystem are independent and free but nested 
within the local government.122

121 Viljoen, “A Relational Theory of Data Governance.”

122 Sheila Foster and Christian Iaione, “The City as a Commons,” SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY: Social 
Science Research Network, August 29, 2015), https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2653084.

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2653084
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Viewed through this lens of the urban commons, platform data about the 
city is a good about which communities have a common stake and, that 
urban inhabitants may seek to “protect against the threat of “enclosure” by 
“economic elites” thereby ensuring that its benefits might be “more widely 
shared by a broader class of city inhabitants” beyond solely benefiting private 
sector platforms.123 While far from realizing this vision, PUDS can be seen as 
the city experimenting in taking on that role of public authority as commons 
facilitator, seeking a more collaborative ecosystem between public, private, 
and populous in the oversight of the platform and in the management of its 
data. I for one think that is an experiment worth continuing.

123 Foster and Iaione.
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Conclusion: Beyond Data 
Sharing - Platform Regulation 
and Questions of Governance
Viewing platform urbanism data sharing mandates not just as functional 
data reporting requirements but as reflections of cultural and societal 
values allows us to think beyond a narrow focus on “data” to what these 
documents and the debate surrounding them might suggest about the role 
of digital platforms and platform regulations in cities generally, and what 
it all might mean for questions of data infrastructure, digital rights, and 
technological sovereignty. 

Are fights over data merely a proxy for deeper questions about what an 
urban platform is and who should be responsible for developing and 
maintaining networked, place-based digital services, and the data they 
generate? Is it not just the data, but the platform itself that should rightly be 
managed as a commons? 

Should cities be providing digital marketplaces and other platform services 
directly as a public good? 

If so, then perhaps the approach of cities like Barcelona might suggest 
that certain urban platforms, although originally developed by private 
companies, like railroads and powerlines before them, should be 
transitioned to public control and run as a public service or utility.

Alternatively, do urban platforms perhaps need to remain apart from the 
state, but reconfigured in ways that provide users or workers with greater 
say in platform decision making, managed as a “club good” via reforms 
to platform ownership structures and corporate governance models? If 
so, then perhaps the “platform cooperativism” movement is instructive in 
suggesting that government needs to focus on empowering and supporting 
cooperative platform governance and bolstering labor protections and 
accompanying data coops.
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These questions about data production, management, and use in the city 
should be centered on the material realities of who benefits and who 
has power, and who does not, with democratic processes navigating and 
ultimately deciding how data might be utilized for public good, and how its 
use might be restricted to protect against harm. Ideas like data coalitions, 
data trusts, and data collaboratives suggest alternative approaches.

Broader questions about the present and future of data in cities, all crucial 
to the future of urban digital governance, tacitly underlie the current 
debate about data sharing policies and programs and should be made 
explicit as the conversation about how to manage the smart city and its 
data continues to unfold. 

Whether stated or not, with the adoption and enactment of platform data 
sharing policies and programs cities are beginning to experiment in ways 
that engage in this conversation. I invite us all to engage with them.
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