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Abstract

Background and Aim: Urbanization in Asia has surged over the past four decades, leading to
unprecedented growth in urban population. This article examines the spatial and temporal patterns, trends,
and factors driving urban transition across 48 Asian countries from 1960 to 2020.

Data and Method: The study uses secondary analysis of the World Bank data, employing quantitative
methods, including event history analysis.

Findings: By 2020, nearly 64% (30 countries) of Asian nations had reached the stage of urban transition.
Factors such as mortality, migration, and GDP per capita significantly influenced this transition.

Conclusion: Urbanization levels vary widely, with high urbanization in East and West Asia and lower levels
in South and Southeast Asia. Most of the Arab countries of the Persian Gulf, North and Northwest Asian
countries as well as Japan and Singapore had experienced urban transition before 1960, in contrast to the
West, Central, East Asia, and Southeast Asia for which the transition occurred after between 1960 and
2020.

Keywords: Urbanization, Urban transition, Asian continent, Event history analysis, Cox regression.

Key Message: The urbanization process and its rapid pace in most Asian countries, along with the
continuation of this trend in the coming years, could lead to unprecedented demographic, economic, and
social changes. It may also pose significant challenges, including physical and environmental degradation,
social exclusion, insecurity, unemployment, housing shortages, and issues related to sustainable urban
growth.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Urbanization and the increase in the urban population are one of the main features of the

present era, which peaked after the Industrial Revolution in Europe and gained significant
momentum in developing countries in the years after World War II. Although urbanization is
a global phenomenon and many developed countries in Europe, North America, and some
South American countries have undergone urban transition, and urbanization in these
countries is largely complete, this phenomenon is remarkably dynamic and ongoing on the
Asian continent, such that unprecedented urban growth has occurred in the last four decades
on this continent. Given that the Asian continent is a very diverse and vast region, the
urbanization rate varies between countries and territories. The timing of achieving urban
transition also varies between countries because changes in the level and speed of
urbanization are determined by several factors that vary depending on the demographic,
economic, social, and political conditions in each society. This issue makes it more necessary
to study urbanization trends and the factors affecting its dynamic to better understand the
level and speed of urbanization among different countries and regions. Accordingly, the main
aim of the present study is to understand the patterns, trends, and also the factors affecting
urban transition in 48 Asian countries during the period 1960-2020. Therefore, this study, by
examining the urbanization process and comparing it in different countries, seeks to answer
this fundamental question: What are the trends and patterns of urban transition in Asia, and
what factors affect it?

Methods and Data
The study uses secondary analysis of World Bank data, employing quantitative methods,

including event history analysis. In this study, information on 48 Asian countries over the
period 1960-2020 was collected and coded based on a set of urbanization drivers and data
availability. The dependent variable is the percent of urban population, based on which
countries that pass the 50 percent threshold are considered to have undergone urban
transition. The independent variables include total fertility rate, crude mortality rate, net
migration rate, GDP per capita, and industrialization of employment patterns. The criterion
for selecting indicators was the availability of longitudinal data for different indicators over
the study period. Stata 17 was used to analyze the data, and ArcGIS was used to prepare the
maps.

Findings

The results showed that the probability of surviving in the pre-transition state has
decreased over time, reaching 47% in 2020. In total, 19 countries underwent urban transition,
while 17 were (right) censored (i.e., they did not experience the transition during the 60-year
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study period). As shown in Figure 1, these transitions occurred at different times throughout
the observed period.

Kaplan—Meier survival estimate
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Figure 1- Kaplan-Meier survival estimate of urban transition in Asia, 1960-2020

Most countries that experienced urban transition during the 1960-2020 are located in
Central Asia (excluding Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan), West Asia (excluding Yemen), and East
Asia. In Southeast Asia, only Brunei, Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia reached the urban
transition stage during this period. South Asia (the Indian subcontinent) is among the regions
where no country had undergone urban transition by 2020 (Figure 2). It appears that
supporting agriculture-related industries and the geographical conditions in this region
contribute to the retention of the population in rural areas.
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Figure 2- Urbanization status in Asian countries, 1960-2020
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Examining the driving factors of urbanization, the results of the Cox multivariate regression
showed that mortality, migration, and GDP per capita influence the urban transition. The
hazards of the transition is positively affected by migration and GDP per capita and negatively
affected by mortality.

Conclusion and Discussion

This study aimed to identify urban transition patterns, trends, and the factors affecting its
dynamic in Asian countries between 1960 and 2020. The results showed that 23 percent (11
countries) of Asian countries had experienced the transition before 1960, while 41 percent
(19 countries) reached this stage between 1960 and 2020. 36 percent (17 countries) had not
yet experienced the urban transition. The results also indicate varying patterns and trends
across different Asian regions regarding the convergence of increasing urbanization levels
and the achievement of urban transition. While most Arab countries around Persian Gulf,
along with countries in North and Northwest Asia (Russia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan), as well
as Japan and Singapore had experienced the transition before 1960, West Asia, Central Asia,
East Asia, and Southeast Asia entered this stage between 1960 and 2020. Urbanization levels
in South Asia remained low as of 2020, with none of these countries having yet experienced
the transition.

Examining the factors driving urbanization on this continent, the results showed that
urbanization patterns and trends are strongly influenced by economic conditions. Specifically,
the natural increase in population—particularly the decrease in mortality and the increase in
net migration—as well as the increase in per capita GDP, contribute to the process of
increasing urbanization. In summary, the results of this study support modernization and
world-systems theories, which posit that economic, social, and demographic determinants
influence the process of increasing urbanization in different regions. Therefore, it can be
concluded that global economic developments, and subsequently, economic, demographic,
and social developments on the Asian continent over the past half-century, have led to the
formation of diverse urbanization patterns and trends across different countries.
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