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The Urban Century

Deborah balk

As the plAnet reaches 8 billion people, we expect that the future population 
of the world will be older and more urban, and the overwhelming share of 
population growth will take place in the cities and town of Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America (UN, 2019, NRC 2003). Concurrent with this demographic 
future, we can expect a warmer planet, one with more frequent and intense 
storms and more flooding as well as sea-level rise, drought, and wildfires 
(IPCC, 2022a).  Cities are important in part because their compactness of-
fers critical opportunities in the mitigation of climate change (IPCC, 2022b), 
but also because their locations place their residents at disproportionate risk 
of exposure to climate change hazards (Dodman et al., 2022). For example, 
whereas 1 out of every 10 people globally lives in a low-lying zone proximate 
to seacoast, 1 in 7 urban resident lives in this zone (McGranahan et al., 2007). 

What does it mean to be more urban? In Asia, Africa, and Latin America, 
it means many people will live in megacities (with populations greater than 
10 million), and some of those cities will also be located in ecologically vul-
nerable areas such as low-lying coastal zones (MacManus et al. 2021), and in 
particular in Asia, in deltaic areas (McGranahan et al., in review) at very high 
risk of flooding and other seaward hazards. Other parts of Asia will see its cit-
ies facing future water shortages (McDonald et al. 2011). Elsewhere (notably, 
Europe and North America) urban growth is occurring in areas proximate to 
well-established urban centers but also in between these locations in areas 
classified with a range of terms including, suburbs, peri- and ex-urban areas 
(Lerch 2022, Leyk et al., 2021, Balk et al., 2021, Golding and Winkler, 2020), 
perhaps challenging climate mitigation efforts and lying beyond the scope of 
larger city adaptation plans (Hogan and Ojima, 2008, Masson et al., 2014).

The demographic study of urbanization has focused on national-level (or 
subnational-level) trends and processes, and, while important, that approach 
is inadequate for understanding the heterogeneity and inherent complexity 
of populations living in urban areas at a range of spatial scales (Montgomery 
and Balk, 2011). It is now well accepted that urban processes are not easily 
classified by a simple dichotomy, and much new work that combines popu-
lation and settlement data (largely derived from Earth observing satellites) 
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helps to bring the classification along a continuum into focus (Dijkstra et al., 
2021, Dorelien et al., 2013). Such new classifications should be seen as an op-
portunity to engage in an important discourse: what does it mean to be urban 
from a range of disciplinary and spatial and temporal perspectives? Globally 
consistent measures are important as are locally informed ones (Balk et al., 
2021) not only for understanding current patterns but for preparing for the 
future, particularly with respect to climate change (Balk et al., 2022, Jiang 
and O’Neill, 2017, Zoraghein and O’Neill, 2020).

In the urban century, we will need to understand the growth (or de-
cline) of  cities as well as national-level urbanization trends. While a careful 
assessment of the relative contributions of fertility and migration (and mor-
tality) – the basic processes of demographic change – to city growth remains 
largely unanswered, some research has shown that fertility can be expected 
to significantly influence city growth (Balk et al. 2009). Similarly, cities have a 
long history of receiving and sending, and benefitting from, international and 
domestic migrants. But in a departure from the last century, future migration 
is likely to be between urban areas, not from rural to urban areas, though 
measures of internal migration do not currently allow for a clear assessment 
of such patterns (Bell et al., 2015). Cities are remarkably dynamic and diverse 
demographically (e.g., in fertility, mortality, and migration status by race, eth-
nicity, or place of origin but also in marital patterns and living arrangements) 
and socioeconomically (e.g., education, poverty status, wealth, employment 
type), and with this diversity comes inequality and associated vulnerabilities. 
While cities are comparably young (especially in comparison to rural areas), 
the population of cities is also aging, compounding risks expected with future 
climate change (e.g., Molinsky and Forsyth 2022). In order to understand 
city growth and the demographic and socioeconomic well-being of the cities 
of tomorrow, we need a data infrastructure that matches the dynamism of 
cities (Montgomery 2008).

Cities are intrinsically spatial, but demographic studies of urbanization 
tend to treat cities and urban growth in a spatial vacuum, leaving important 
questions about the form of population change (e.g., whether it occurs verti-
cally or horizontally; as “infill” or the edges of cities) and the demographic 
heterogeneity of that change (e.g., whether that growth occurs dispropor-
tionately to the those living in slums or substandard housing) largely unan-
swered (Montgomery and Balk 2011). These answers are important because 
the form of urban growth has implications for both sustainability and climate 
mitigation and adaptation (e.g., Solecki et al., 2015, Dodman et al., 2022). 
Furthermore, engagement and representation in adaptation plans is not 
uniform across or within cities; given that the urban poor and residents of 
informal settlements, in particular, have been identified as particularly vul-
nerable to climate change impacts (Satterthwaite et al., 2020, Hardoy and 
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Lankao, 2011), understanding changes in demographic characteristics and 
socioeconomic conditions in spatial terms will become even more important.

The 21st century is the urban century. Therefore, it needs an evidence 
base fit for it: the statistical infrastructure needs to be able to observe all-urban 
and within- and between-city demographic and social patterns and trends. 
Importantly, it must be able to contribute to an understanding of those trends 
in spatial terms so that scientists, policy makers, and city residents can adapt to 
the stormier and hotter reality of the coming decades. Envisioning, projecting, 
planning for, and understanding our urban future will require interdisciplin-
ary approaches and scientific-community engagement (Hamstead et al, 2021, 
Balk et al., 2022, Keller and Limaye, 2020), a proposition that I invite readers 
to embrace wholeheartedly. 
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