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One billion people live in informal settlements. These neighborhoods are located 

in the global north and south, and challenge sustainable human development with 

issues of equity, crime, environmental degradation, resilience, and displacement. To achieve the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), governments must empower vulnerable populations 

with tools to effectively participate in decision-making processes that transform their own 

neighborhoods and cities.  

 

As this problem expands in nature and scope, top down development approaches have proved 

inadequate, particularly because they fail to integrate emerging needs and local knowledge of the 

poor. In response, the research presented here is part of an emerging movement to calibrate the 

smart city to complex contexts, with the goal of using Information and Communication 

Technology (ICTs) to catalyze a more equitable and efficient interface between people and place, 

including (1) democratic forms of data collection and analysis; (2) scenario planning for 

visualizing future alternatives; and (3) civic decision-making processes that forefront the use of 

data for design (Glasmeier and Christopherson, 2015; Goodspeed, 2015; Shelton et. al. 2015; 

Moore, 2016; Friendly and Stiphany, 2018; Karvonen, 2019). The identification of informal 

settlements as strategic sites for research challenges the centralized logic of slum upgrading with 

expanded citizen engagement, housing diversification, and programmatic variation for targeted 

densification.  

 

Drawing upon a large-scale National Science Foundation (#1513395) study undertaken between 

2015 – 2017, my paper examines participatory technologies for informal settlement 

redevelopment or upgrading in Brazil. I focus upon how data is used, and should be used, to 

increase access to development processes using participatory indicators for urban design. 

Methods include a combined household and post-occupancy analysis (n = 1,032) to measure the 

impacts of successive upgrading across two large informal settlements in São Paulo. I identify 

key areas of divergence between institutional and community indicators, analyze commensurate 

scenarios, and present proposals vetted by community residents. My findings demonstrate that if 

situating smart contributes anything to the Sustainable Development Goals, it is the potential for 

ICTs to enable the significant contingent of people formerly excluded from planning with civic 

decision-making to guide informality’s future.


