
4. REGIONS AND CITIES IN THE FACE OF DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE, AGEING AND
URBANISATION
The changing shape of cities: Density and suburbanisation

Cities  in  low-income  countries  are  almost  four  times
denser than in high-income countries.
By definition, cities are densely populated areas. However, not
all cities are equally dense. On average, cities in low-income
countries  have  the  highest  densities  in  the  world,  close  to
10 000 inhabitants per km2, compared to 7 200 in lower-middle-
income countries, 5 300 in upper-middle-income and only 2 800
in high-income countries (Figure 4.13). These differences in
population  density  are  also  noticeable  by  world  regions.  In
North America, the world region with the lowest density, cities
have on average 1 700 inhabitants per square kilometre, which
is significantly lower than in the second least densely populated
region, Europe, where cities have close to 4 000 inhabitants per
square kilometre. In contrast, cities in South Asia and Sub-
Saharan  Africa  are  the  most  densely  populated,  with  an
average of 8 000 inhabitants per square kilometre.
Globally, the population density of cities has grown since 2000
practically everywhere, due to widespread population growth.
In general, the growth of the city population can occur in three
ways.  First,  new  cities  can  emerge  from  towns  and  other
smaller  settlements  by  reaching  a  population  of  at  least
50 000 inhabitants.  Second,  cities  can expand through the
emergence  of  new  dense  neighbourhoods  at  their  edge.
Finally, city population can grow through densification within
existing city boundaries (i.e. densification).
Over the last decades, the city densification has gained further
importance  as  the  main  source  of  city  population  growth
(Figure 4.14). Between 1975 and 1990, densification accounted
for  50%  of  the  global  city  population  growth,  while  its
contribution increased to 60% in 2000-15. Across the period
1975-2015,  the  importance  of  city  expansion  remained
unchanged  and  accounted  for  roughly  a  quarter  of  city
population growth. From 1975 to 1990, towns growing into cities
accounted  for  24%  of  city  population  growth  but  this
contribution decreased to 16% in between 2000-15.
The growth of the city population occurred together with the
growth  of  their  surrounding  commuting  zones.  Overall,  the
population in commuting zones surrounding cities have grown
at a higher pace than in the cities themselves since 2000. In
2015, the population in commuting zones represented 17% of
the overall metropolitan population and 9% of the total world
population, compared to 16% and 7% in 1975 respectively.
However, these figures do not capture significant differences
across country income groups. In high-income countries, the
population  in  commuting  zones  is  often  considerable,
representing on average 30% of the total FUA population, while
it is still negligible in low-income countries. In upper-middle and
lower-middle countries, commuting zones account for 18% and
10% of the total FUA population (Figure 4.15).

Definition

Delineation of cities and their commuting zones: This section
documents population trends of cities and their respective
commuting  zones  for  the  entire  world.  For  such  global
analysis,  cities  and  commuting  zones  were  consistently
delineated  without  relying  on  any  local  administrative
definition  and  using  gridded  population  data  only.  The
method  to  delineate  commuting  zones  surrounding  cities
does make direct use of commuting flow data, as such data
would  not  be  available  for  the  entire  world.  Instead,
commuting  zones  are  defined  through  a  probabilistic
approach  which  is  trained  using  the  information  on  the
boundaries of  FUAs,  where the EU-OECD definition was
already available (Dijkstra, Poelman, Veneri, 2019). Details
on  the  gridded  FUA  delineation  method  are  provided  in
Moreno-Monroy, Schiavina and Veneri (2020).

Source

OECD (2020),  World  Cities  Tool  (database),  OECD,  Paris,
http://www.worldcitiestool.org/.

Reference years and territorial level

1975-2015, estimated FUAs (eFUAs).

Further information

EU-OECD (2020), Cities in the World. A New Perspective on
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https://doi.org/10.1787/d0efcbda-en.
Moreno-Monroy  A.I.,  M.  Schiavaina  and  P.  Veneri  (2020),
“Metropolitan areas in the world. Delineation and population
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j.jue.2020.103242.
Dijkstra, L., H. Poelman and P. Veneri (2019), "The EU-OECD
definition  of  a  functional  urban  area",  OECD
Regional Development Working Papers, No. 2019/11, OECD P
ublishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/d58cb34d-en.

Figure notes

Figure 4.13: NA: North America; ME & NA: Middle East and
North Africa; LA & C: Latin America and the Caribbean; E & CA:
Europe and Central Asia; EA & P: East Asia and the Pacific,
SSA: Sub-Saharan Africa.
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4.13. The population density in cities by country income class and region, 2015
Resident population in cities over land areas
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4.14. Sources of population growth, 1975-2015
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4.15. Country income and cities’ commuting zones, 2015
Average share of the population living in the commuting zone over total FUA

population by country
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