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Foreword 

The Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities and Neighbourhoods (SHLC) 
project, led by a team at the University of Glasgow, is the platform for this 
book. The project ran from 2018 until 2023, having been seriously interrupted 
by the global coronavirus pandemic. I was privileged to chair the International 
Advisory Committee for the project. There were eight other universities, from 
seven African or Asian countries, who were partners in the work. 

The SHLC project should be seen as a landmark in urban studies. The UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the New Urban Agenda (NUA) 
set an aspirational framework globally for human settlements for the period 
from 2016 to 2030. In particular, SDG 11 was to ‘Make cities and human 
settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable’. While there was recog-
nition that local action was necessary to deliver on this and the other SDGs, 
there was surprisingly little knowledge of the barriers and opportunities at 
neighbourhood level. Similarly, the ambitions in the SDGs and in the NUA 
were necessarily generalised and high level, but would be interpreted in cultur-
ally specific ways and implemented through a range of different governance 
systems. Hence the need for systematic comparisons across spatial scales, 
from the global to the very local, and between larger and smaller cities in and 
between countries. The SHLC research framework was designed to explore 
this multi-comparative challenge. 

The SHLC team probed in empirical detail the nature of inequalities at 
neighbourhood scale across 14 cities, large and small, stretching from Cape 
Town to Manila. Some 15,000 questionnaire interviews were conducted, as 
well as 74 focus groups. This book tells that story, giving the reader unique 
insights into the diverse spectrum of place-making that is happening at pace, as 
both slums and gated communities are created, managed and lived in. It shows 
the benefits that urbanisation can bring, but also the challenges of providing 
adequate shelter and services for all. In creating wealth, these dynamic cities 
also embed new inequalities, and entrench old ones. 

The research breaks new ground by drilling down to neighbourhood 
scale in a systematic and comparative way. Despite the widespread advo-
cacy of evidence-informed and data-driven policymaking, and the belated 
international recognition of the significance of urbanisation, comparisons 
are frustrated by the lack of common definitions and data sources, and we 
still know relatively little about what is happening at neighbourhood level. 
Indeed, ‘neighbourhood’ is itself a problematic concept, which does not trans-
late universally. Inter-governmental agencies such as the United Nations are

v



vi Foreword 

focused on national-level data and policy prescriptions; but national averages 
obscure important spatial differences within and between cities, and can elide 
crucial cultural and governance factors that shape the delivery of policy on 
the ground. 

Another key feature of the SHLC project, and also of this book, is that 
it makes the connections between health, well-being, education, economic 
opportunity, and sustainable cities and communities. These inter-relations are 
often recognised rhetorically and intuitively, but rarely researched in the scale 
and depth needed to illuminate the web of urban inequalities. In academia, 
administration and policymaking, silos remain entrenched, wasting scarce 
resources and imposing perceptions of needs and solutions that do not accord 
with the more integrated reality experienced in daily lives on the street. Simi-
larly, much of the research on urbanism in what is called the Global South 
is done by academics based in the Global North. Partnership and capacity 
building was a central feature of the SHLC project, and this publication bene-
fits greatly from the inputs of those members of the SHLC team based in their 
universities in Africa and Asia. 

The widening inequalities revealed here, and their relation to land and 
housing markets should be a concern to all those working in public service in 
an urban context. We now have a well-researched snapshot of rapid urbani-
sation from the bottom up in the early 2020s, and across some very different 
places. Inequality shapes neighbourhoods, and neighbourhoods reproduce 
inequalities. Each city is unique, shaped by its history, culture, religions, 
economy, and environment, yet a broad picture emerges. In particular, public 
services, such as health care, education, or urban planning can ameliorate, 
or exacerbate exclusion and disadvantage. What is happening in neighbour-
hoods in these 14 cities and across the rapidly urbanising countries is already 
spilling out to affect places elsewhere, and seems likely to do so more and 
more. New Drivers of Division: Urbanisation and Spatial Inequality in Africa 
and Asia gives readers an essential understanding of how rapid urbanisation 
is remaking our diverse and complex 21st-century urban world. 

Edinburgh, UK Cliff Hague 

Cliff Hague was awarded an Officer of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire, a 
British Honour (OBE), by the United Kingdom for his services to urban and regional plan-
ning. He is Professor Emeritus in Planning and Spatial Development at Heriot-Watt Univer-
sity, and a past President of the Royal Town Planning Institute, and of the Commonwealth 
Association of Planners.
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1Introduction 

Ya Ping Wang , Keith  Kintrea  , David  Everatt  , 
and Debolina Kundu 

Abstract 

Urbanisation in the twenty-first century has 
resulted in more spatially fragmented and 
socially divided cities in developing coun-
tries. Based on a UK government supported 
international collaborative project (Sustain-
able Healthy Learning Cities and Neighbour-
hoods—SHLC), this book brings a fresh under-
standing of recent trends in urbanisation and 
urban spatial inequality in Africa and Asia, 
using the neighbourhood as the unit of analysis. 
The authors reveal new patterns of urban and 
neighbourhood inequalities and driving forces 
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for division under different economic, histor-
ical, cultural conditions and political systems. 
In this introduction chapter, the editors review 
recent theories and debates about urban and 
spatial inequalities. They summarise recent 
trends in urbanisation and their implications for 
inequalities and international policy responses, 
before providing some background informa-
tion about the research project and an outline 
of the book’s chapters and main findings. 

Keywords 

Urbanisation · Urban spatial inequality ·
Developing countries · SHLC project ·
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

1.1 Background and Aim 

Fast urbanisation in the twenty-first century has 
resulted in a dual process of urban expansion in 
most developing countries. New, well planned, 
and serviced areas for the emerging middle class 
are constructed by professional builders, while 
unplanned, informal, and off-grid settlements and 
slums make up much of the simultaneous urban 
expansion. Inside existing urban areas, traditional 
neighbourhoods and residence divisions are grad-
ually replaced by new socio-economic and polit-
ical statuses created through political change,

© The Author(s) 2025 
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large-scale migration, and economic develop-
ment. In many parts of the world urbanisation has 
become more spatially fragmented and socially 
divisive, with the rich and poor living under very 
different conditions. 

Responding to the dualities of urbanisation 
and inequality requires an understanding of the 
complex relations between economic, social, 
political, and environmental developments in 
cities and specifically at the neighbourhood level. 
Yet, recent urban policies for developing coun-
tries emanating from supranational agencies tend 
to operate at a very general level; research and 
understanding of urbanisation are fragmented and 
mainly focused on living conditions and poverty 
in undifferentiated ‘slum areas’. Debates about 
sustainable and just development tend to concen-
trate on higher levels such as national government, 
‘the city’, or ‘the mega city’, and emphasise the 
physical and environmental aspects of urbanisa-
tion at macro- rather than neighbourhood levels 
and micro-scales. 

This book brings a fresh understanding of 
recent trends in urbanisation and urban spatial 
inequality in Africa and Asia, using the neighbour-
hood as the main unit of analysis. Through a set 
of well-coordinated theme- and city-based studies 
that follow an overall framework, we address the 
following questions about cities in developing 
countries:

• What do socio-economic and spatial inequali-
ties look like in cities in Africa and Asia under 
the processes of 21st-century urbanisation?

• To what extent do urban neighbourhood differ-
ences reflect social inequalities and how do 
they manifest spatially in different countries?

• What are the main driving forces of increasing 
spatial inequalities and how are these inequal-
ities produced and sustained in relation to 
history, culture, political system, class, race, 
ethnicity, and religion, as well as systems of 
health and education provision?

• What are the implications of these new forms 
of inequality for urban and neighbourhood 
sustainability and policy development? 

By addressing these questions, the book makes 
a contribution to progressing the United Nations 
2030 Sustainable Development Goals (especially 
SDGs 3, 4, 10, and 11) and the New Urban Agenda 
by enhancing policy and theoretical debates on 
how we understand Asian and African cities. 

1.2 Urban and Spatial Inequality 

Inequality has accompanied the development 
of human society throughout time, and spatial 
inequality describes the unequal distribution of 
income, wealth, and resources across geograph-
ical regions and areas. Inequality in the pre-
Industrial Revolution period was represented by 
the different lifestyles between the rulers and 
the ordinary people. While the rulers enjoyed a 
luxurious life in their castles and palaces, most 
ordinary people lived in poverty with an income 
similar to today’s poorest countries (Roser 2017). 
The first major widening of income inequality in 
the world started in Britain between 1750 and 
1850, as the gains from the Industrial Revolu-
tion went to the urban and rural middle class, 
but not to the urban and rural poor (DeLong 
2016). Since then, industrialisation has been a 
major driver both of development and of urban 
inequality in the world. As the world and many of 
its countries become richer, inequalities between 
regions and among people grow. The speed of 
growing inequality only slowed slightly between 
1930 and 1980 in some western countries where 
governments promoted progressive taxation and 
welfare provision systems. Under neo-liberal poli-
cies, income and wealth inequality have grown 
again substantially in many countries over the last 
four decades (Piketty 2014; Musterd  2023). 

Urban inequality has long been an important 
theme of social science research. It is widely 
acknowledged that urban inequality is a multi-
faceted phenomenon with economic, social, envi-
ronmental, and political dimensions; variations 
across class, race, ethnicity, age, gender, or citi-
zenship status are also considered as important 
factors at national level (Galster and Sharkey
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2017; Hamnett 2019; Storey et al. 2020; Pardo 
and Prato 2021; Pryce et al. 2021). Inequalities 
exist in all aspects of cities, such as housing, 
education, health, transportation, infrastructure 
provision, and social and commercial services. 
Different dimensions of urban inequality are 
also intertwined and intersectional and related to 
geographical factors, including urban space, scale, 
zoning, environment, and accessibility to various 
urban facilities (Wei et al.2017; Musterd et al. 
2016). Inequality trends have also been exacer-
bated recently by economic globalisation, inter-
national migration, and neo-liberal government 
policies. The rise of information-based economy 
has resulted in new socio-economic and spatial 
inequalities in cities and among urban popu-
lations. Income gaps have widened, inter-city 
disparities have grown, and suburbs have been 
re-sorted into a wide array on the basis of class 
and race or ethnicity. Crime rates are higher in 
places with more inequality, and people in unequal 
cities are more likely to be unhappy (Nijman 
and Wei 2020; Piketty 2020; Mela and Toldo 
2019). High inequality, as revealed by the Covid-
19 pandemic undermined social cohesion, eroded 
public trust, and deepened political polarisation, 
all of which negatively affect governments’ ability 
and readiness to respond to crises (Doucet et al. 
2021). 

Debate about the drivers of urban inequality 
in developed western countries has shifted in 
the last twenty years from poverty to the pres-
ence of the wealthy (Galster and Sharkey 2017; 
Wilkinson and Pickett 2009; 2020; Piketty 2014). 
As early as the 1980s, researchers found that 
income inequality was increasingly exacerbated 
by inequality in wealth, especially the apprecia-
tion of property values (Goodman 1988; Piketty 
2014). Skyrocketing housing prices and the 
problem of housing affordability have remained 
a challenging issue globally. Housing costs and 
markets are intertwined with urban inequality 
in multiple ways. The segregation of housing 
markets and the problem of housing affordability 
have been regarded as new drivers of urban 
inequality (Baker et al. 2016; Piketty 2014; 2020; 
Wei and Ewing 2018; Pryce et al. 2021). London, 
for example, has been captured by a new wealthy 

elite that is pushing out not only the working 
class from the city, but also old money from 
its enclaves, and changing the fabric of the city 
(Atkinson 2020). In developing countries, housing 
conditions in different types of neighbourhoods 
are a direct reflection of the wealth or poverty 
levels of residents compounded by government 
policies—both neo-liberal economic policies, and 
those meant to manage urbanisation. 

Many aspects of inequality derive from where 
people live, work, grow up, go to school, and 
retire (Roser 2017). Urban spatial inequality can 
be observed between different areas and neigh-
bourhoods. People living in different neighbour-
hoods do have very different life outcomes even 
though those neighbourhoods are in the same area 
of the city. Spatial inequality also exists because of 
unequal distribution of resources, job opportuni-
ties, public services, green spaces, etc. Apart from 
local geographical and environmental features, the 
distribution of components of public infrastruc-
ture, land use, and planning policies and govern-
ment investments in services such as health care, 
education, and transport are determining factors 
for urban spatial inequality as they directly affect 
the life quality and well-being of people. People 
living in neighbourhoods with poor infrastructure 
and public services, such as informal settlements 
and slums, are at a greater risk of poor health 
and well-being. Such impacts compound over 
time and over generations, leaving individuals to 
become more susceptible to future health prob-
lems and illnesses (McVie et al. 2019; Storey et al. 
2020). Spatial inequality when aligned with polit-
ical, religious, or ethnic tensions can be dangerous 
to social and political stability. As such, city plan-
ning and the provision of public infrastructure 
and services remain essential to public policy 
considerations for rapidly urbanising communi-
ties. The case for policy interventions to ensure a 
more spatially equitable and efficient allocation of 
infrastructure and public services is important for 
urban sustainability (Shirazi and Keivani 2019). 

The incremental spatial transformation asso-
ciated with neo-liberal urban development is 
often characterised by unfettered competition, 
spatial segregation, and injustice (Hubbard 2004; 
Brenner and Theodore 2005; Mela and Toldo
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2019). The combined ramifications have been 
socio-spatial divisions and cities that provide 
highly unequal spaces of abode (Musterd et al. 
2016; Van  Ham et al.  2021; Soliman 2021). This 
is why spatial inequality is commonly understood 
through a spatial and social injustice lens (Soja 
2009). Thus, rising income and wealth associated 
with changes in the labour and financial markets 
coupled with austerity and neo-liberal policies 
drive inequality, social exclusion, and poverty 
(Donald et al. 2014; Piketty 2014; Zwiers et al.  
2016) while undermining urban governance. In 
the developing world, informality simply fills the 
vacuum created when local (and national) govern-
ments continue to invest in existing formal suburbs 
and under-provide for the urban poor. 

As centres of economic production and 
consumption, cities have increasingly become 
places of innovation and accumulation where 
reorganisation and re-engineering of the urban 
ecosystem occur at different scales (Martínez et al. 
2022). The processes that play out at the global 
and city levels often manifest at the neighbour-
hood level. This positions the neighbourhood as 
a key spatial unit for understanding the internal 
dynamics of the city (Wang and Kintrea 2019). 
Growing socio-economic inequalities continue to 
shape neighbourhood formation. Neighbourhoods 
are different and are often shaped by multiple 
factors, including housing stock, income status, 
education, race, religion, and occupation, among 
others. Income intersects with other differenti-
ating factors such as race and education levels 
to produce and sustain socio-spatially segregated 
areas (Marcuse and Van Kempen 2000; Kazepov 
2005; Unceta et al. 2020). 

In developing countries, urban inequalities are 
at their most acute in part due to fast urbani-
sation, rural-to-urban migration, policy failures, 
racial discrimination, and exclusion, neo-liberal 
market economic reforms and, more recently, 
the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic. Many 
also have a distinct post-colonial shape, resulting 
from decades of segregation under colonialism 
(Soliman 2021). However, urban inequalities and 
spatial segregation remain under-studied. Beyond 
some general observations on the striking divi-
sion between the rich and the poor, between slums 

and gated communities, we know little about the 
incidence and the impacts of socio-economic and 
spatial inequalities in the fast-urbanising cities, 
nor about the impact of urban spatial inequality 
on the people living in their midst. 

We explore these observations further in the 
following chapters and present some fresh under-
standing of the current speed of urbanisation, 
and to what extent neighbourhood inequalities in 
African and Asian cities resemble or differ from 
those found in western cities. While taking the 
view that the land market has been the main driver 
of spatial inequality, we argue that understanding 
the forms, causes, implications of, and solutions to 
inequality in cities in the Global South requires us 
to rethink the way we understand urban inequality. 
We need to place more emphasis on national and 
local historical background, stages of develop-
ment, different cultural and political values, and 
forms of governance, racial, ethnic, and religious 
composition, and informality. We also need to pay 
particular attention to the roles that public services 
such as education and health care have played 
in the creation and amelioration of inequalities 
(Table 1.1).

1.3 Urbanisation, Inequality, 
and Development Policies 

Cities are the sites where diverse social and 
economic resources are concentrated, and that 
concentration itself can generate substantial social 
and economic benefits in the form of innova-
tion and income growth (Jacobs 1969). There is 
also widespread recognition of the importance of 
cities for global sustainability and how we build 
them will determine humanity’s future (PEAK 
Urban 2023). Over recent history, it has gener-
ally been assumed that urbanisation goes hand-
in-hand with industrialisation and ‘development’ 
(Kamete et al. 2002). It has been argued that 
industrialisation and urbanisation are two of the 
most significant processes affecting societies in 
the late twentieth century and beyond (Devas and 
Rakodi 1993; Potter et al. 2004). Mera (1978, 
1981) stresses many positive links between urban-
isation, particularly between the growth of large
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Table 1.1 Main drivers of urban and spatial inequality 

Drivers Western and developed countries Developing countries 

Urbanisation Suburbanisation, polycentric 
development and diversification 

Rural to urban migration, sprawl and 
informal development 

Industrialisation Post-industrial cities, gentrification, 
rich and poor segregations 

New divisions of labour and creation 
of social–economic groups and 
neighbourhoods 

Poverty Persistent but being controlled at a 
relatively low level and among a 
smaller group 

Large-scale poverty and urban poor 

Wealth and property market Housing price inflation and property 
wealth distribution 

Access to land and shelter; informal 
housing; growing inequality 

Urban governance and services Stronger, but diminishing social 
welfare provision, policy 
intervention, professional urban 
planning 

Lack of effective planning and 
intervention policies; limited access 
or lack of public services, especially 
health and education 

Colonial legacy Past colonisers Influence being embedded socially, 
culturally, physically, and spatially in 
major cities 

Disasters and pandemics More resources and relatively quick 
reaction, but not necessarily offering 
equal protection 

Lack of resources; very unequal 
reaction and impacts with the urban 
poor suffering serious consequences 

Source Authors, 2025

cities and social indicators such as school enrol-
ments, literacy, declining infant mortality, nutri-
tional intake, life expectancy, and falling birth and 
death rates. However, the relationship between 
urbanisation, industrialisation, and development 
has become more questionable in relation to devel-
oping countries. Some of them, many in Africa, 
have become more urbanised without much indus-
trialisation at all (Gollin et al. 2016). There is 
also generally growing apprehension about popu-
lation increase, high levels of unemployment, 
poverty, slums, soaring infrastructure demands 
and costs, and ecological dangers in cities, and 
about further decline of rural areas and ‘lagging’ 
regions (Potter et al. 2012). Responding to these 
trends, politicians and planners often focus on 
what they perceive as ‘urban problems’, including 
‘excessive’ in-migration and the limits to urban 
absorptive capacity (Gilbert and Gugler 1992). 

For a long time, researchers and policymakers 
around the world have been searching for answers 
to the question of how the urbanisation process 
can be managed to avoid ‘urban problems’ and 
especially how the large number of urban poor 

in developing countries can be housed. During 
the immediate post-war period, many newly inde-
pendent states followed the policy and practice 
of industrialised countries by continuing to adopt 
urban policies and regulations which had been 
authored by the now-departed colonial authority. 
As part of a general strategy of modernisation 
and industrialisation, subsidised public housing 
was built in many countries on cheap suburban 
land (Jenkins et al. 2007; Renaud 1981; Wakely 
1988). This policy proved ineffective. In the 
late 1960s a different approach to shelter and 
urban development in the form of ‘self-help’ 
proposed by John Turner and others such as De 
Bono was promoted by the United Nations and 
the World Bank through a series of demonstra-
tion projects in the 1970s. At the same time 
there was a shift in overall development strate-
gies from modernisation to the idea of ‘basic 
needs’ and ‘redistribution with growth’ (Harris 
and Giles 2003). Further changes occurred in the 
1980s. With the emergence of neo-liberal develop-
ment strategies globally, urban development and 
human settlement policies became closely related
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to macro-economic policies and structural adjust-
ment (Burgess 1992; Pugh 1995). This ‘support 
approach’, complemented by the growing interest 
in urban management and neo-liberal tendencies 
towards privatisation, was taken up by the United 
Nations and the World Bank through ‘enabling 
policies’, which facilitated and encouraged the 
private and voluntary sectors to respond to urban 
development and shelter demands, and limit state 
intervention to the provision of legislative, insti-
tutional, and financial frameworks (Pugh 1997; 
Rakodi and Lloyd-Jones 2002). Despite these 
policy initiatives, urban poverty in developing 
countries deepened and research in development 
studies came to the so-called ‘impasse’ period 
(Arsel and Dasgupta 2015). 

From the 1990s onwards, the United Nations, 
especially its Human Settlements Programme 
(UN-Habitat) played an important and leading 
role in global urban policy development and 
implementation. The Second UN Conference 
on Human Settlements (Habitat II, also known 
as the City Summit) in 1996 advocated for 
socially just and environmentally sustainable 
cities. Instead of framing urbanisation as inher-
ently problematic, it considered urban issues as 
challenges that can be overcome by seeking best 
practices and models to replicate. The adopted 
Habitat Agenda emphasised the need to create 
sustainable and inclusive cities with adequate 
shelter for all residents (United Nations 1996). 
Inspired by the radical assertion of the right 
to the city, the Habitat Agenda advocated for 
inclusivity, which encouraged participation of 
all sectors, including the urban poor, in the 
production of urban life. The goal of building 
‘shelter for all’ considers the need to address 
issues of inequality alongside the importance of 
recognising differences and diversity in cities 
(Jenkins et al. 2007). 

The goals of the Habitat II Agenda were 
later reaffirmed in 2001 through the UN Decla-
ration on Cities and Other Human Settlements 
in the New Millennium, which led to the publi-
cation of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) to reduce extreme poverty by 2015 
(United Nations 2000).  The MDGs  called for  a  
significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 

million slum dwellers by the year 2020.1 While 
focusing on ways to improve life within slums, 
the report recognised that such areas also provide 
important forms of affordable shelter, especially 
for the growing proportion of urban informal 
sector workers. They also were seen as being 
the basis for positive social and cultural move-
ments. The report stressed that efforts to resolve 
living conditions in such areas had declined since 
the 1980s when they were a major develop-
ment focus, and that slum upgrading or eradi-
cation programmes had failed to address under-
lying causes of the existence of these areas, mainly 
poverty (Jenkins et al. 2007; UN-Habitat 2003). 
It was claimed by the then Secretary-General of 
United Nations Ban Ki-moon that ‘The global 
mobilisation behind the Millennium Development 
Goals has produced the most successful anti-
poverty movement in history’. He also recog-
nised that for all the remarkable gains, ‘inequal-
ities persist and that progress has been uneven. 
The world’s poor remain overwhelmingly concen-
trated in some parts of the world’ (United Nations 
2015a: 5).  

Based on experiences and evidence from the 
efforts to achieve the MDGs, in 2015 United 
Nations Member States adopted The 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development which was intended 
to provide a shared blueprint for peace and pros-
perity for people and the planet (United Nations 
2015b). At the heart of the new agenda are the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which 
are an urgent call for action by all countries— 
developed and developing—in a global partner-
ship. The goals recognise that ending poverty 
and other deprivations must go hand-in-hand 
with strategies that improve health and education, 
reduce inequality, and spur economic growth— 
all while tackling climate change and working 
to preserve oceans and forests. Compared to the 
MDGs, the SDGs single out urbanisation as one

1 Slums were defined as places without access to adequate 
drinking water, sanitation, quality of housing and secu-
rity of tenure, and were seen as being the product of two 
main processes: rapid urbanisation and the urbanisation of 
poverty (UN-Habitat 2003). 
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of the key issues in achieving sustainable develop-
ment through SDG 11. This emphasis on urban-
isation speaks to the fact that more than half of 
the world’s population lives in urban areas, and 
that cities are the important terrains of multiple 
social, political, economic, cultural, and ecolog-
ical issues. 

To consolidate the SDG urban policies, a 
New Urban Agenda (NUA) was adopted and 
ratified in 2016 at the UN-Habitat III confer-
ence. The NUA reflects key sustainability chal-
lenges that need to be addressed by cities all 
over the world and provides a new framework 
that lays out how cities should be planned and 
managed to best promote sustainable urbanisa-
tion (UN-Habitat 2017). The NUA outlines prin-
ciples of focusing on urban design and plan-
ning, sub-national, and local governments, the 
role of participatory and ‘bottom-up’ practices 
and innovation, data and technology. It adopts a 
city-wide approach to development with strategies 
and actions, introducing funding mechanisms and 
effective means of monitoring. It seeks to create a 
mutually reinforcing relationship between urban-
isation and development, with the aim that they 
become parallel vehicles for sustainable develop-
ment. 

In the SDGs and NUA declarations, there is 
a clear progress over previous policies. Firstly, 
there is a recognition that urbanisation has an 
important role to play as it is ‘intrinsically linked 
to and can function as a transformation driver 
of sustainable development’ (UN-Habitat 2017). 
Secondly, it is recognised that the way in which 
cities are governed and the way in which the 
urban challenges have hitherto been addressed 
should be overhauled in order to build ‘cities that 
can serve as engines of prosperity and centres of 
cultural and social well-being while protecting the 
environment’ (United Nations 2016). In a critical 
review of the approach to urban policy Kintrea 
and Baffoe (2025) found that policies developed 
by the main supranational agencies lean heavily 
towards their potential role in urban economic 
growth, and most of the vehicles promoted by 
UN-Habitat and the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) to carry 
forward urban policy globally have been national 

policies. In the UN’s formulation, urban policy is 
‘national’ because it argues for the need for coun-
tries to have an integrated national approach and 
not just a series of local policies driven bottom-
up by individual city governments. Grover et al. 
(2022) argue for what they call ‘place based poli-
cies’ but it is clear that they consider that cities are 
the most important object of such policies because 
they represent the highly concentrated economic 
activity that is seen as the key to greater pros-
perity. The SDGs and the NUA still rely heavily on 
national governments for implementation. They 
also emphasise the important roles of local and 
municipal governments and the private sector in 
achieving sustainable urban transformation and 
development. 

The SDGs and NUA set very ambitious goals 
and the vision of ‘cities for all’, ‘equal use 
and enjoyment of cities and human settlements’, 
and ‘inclusive urban development’ (UN-Habitat 
2016). In some sense they read like a long-
term and utopian manifesto that underestimates 
the huge differences and inequalities between 
the world’s regions, countries, cities, and more 
importantly, urban communities. Although they 
emphasise implementation and follow-up reviews 
and progress monitoring, the ‘one size fits all’ 
approach may not provide a clear route map 
for sustainable urban development, especially in 
the developing countries. Taking a closer look 
at the realities of inequalities in cities located 
in the Global South, it is evident that the tech-
nical prescription of ‘readdressing the way cities 
and human settlements are planned, designed, 
financed, developed, governed and managed’ 
(UN-Habitat 2016: iv) is far from enough to 
inform the actions and policies required to end 
poverty and hunger in all its forms and dimen-
sions and to reduce inequalities. Many parts of 
cities throughout of the world have been built 
simultaneously without much professional plan-
ning or design. Large-scale informal settlements 
are still emerging somewhere every day. Urban 
planning practice in some African cities is under-
developed in comparison with that in other parts 
of the world, which in some suburban new areas 
only involves some simple street markings on 
the ground and the provision of a few electricity
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poles and water taps. The technical planning, 
design, and financing approach based mainly on 
developed countries promoted by the New Urban 
Agenda does not seem capable of addressing the 
political and socio-economic dimensions of urban 
planning in the developing country context. 

It is also important to note that, in common 
with the other recent urban policies developed by 
the main supranational agencies which empha-
sise urban economic growth, the SDGs lack focus 
on socio-spatial inequalities, except for a very 
minor mention of uneven development at regional 
level within countries. Spatial inequality may be 
a sub-set of general inequalities but it requires a 
very specific focus and set of solutions. This book 
(and the associated research project) is positioned 
on these understandings and aims to demonstrate 
that understanding of urban spatial inequalities, 
the divisions and differences of urban neighbour-
hoods is critically important in achieving the UN 
SDGs and the NUA. 

1.4 The SHLC Project 

The book draws on recent work by the Centre 
for Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities 
and Neighbourhoods (SHLC), a UK Research 
and Innovation-The Global Challenges Research 
Fund (UKRI GCRF)—supported multi-national 
research consortium. SHLC teams have been 
studying the internal structures and social-spatial 
divisions of cities in Africa and Asia since 2017. 
They conducted systematic studies of urbanisation 
and the formation and differentiation of neigh-
bourhoods in urban areas in order to address the 
challenges associated with urbanisation and large-
scale rural-to-urban migration and understand the 
new patterns of social and spatial inequalities. The 
project design and selection of countries reflect 
the diversities in Africa and Asia in relation to 
economic development, regional characteristics, 
cultural and historical background, level of indus-
trialisation and urbanisation, and enable cross-
country comparison (Robinson 2016, 2022). Case 
study countries include two broad categories: the 
large and emerging economies (South Africa, 
India, and China) and the others (Rwanda, 

Tanzania, Bangladesh, and the Philippines). To 
give a better understanding of the regional 
complexity in urbanisation within each country, 
two cities were selected as case studies: one large 
city, or the country’s capital, and one regional city, 
as shown in Table 1.2.

In each city, major types of neighbourhoods 
were identified, investigated, and categorised into 
five groups, according to economic and wealth 
conditions ranging from slums to rich residen-
tial areas/gated communities. The design allows 
comparative analysis across several dimensions: 
within country and region, between countries 
and continents, and between different economic 
development levels and types of cities and, more 
importantly, between neighbourhoods. 

The core SHLC project includes three major 
primary data collection activities: neighbour-
hood study (fieldwork and auditing), a house-
hold survey, and neighbourhood focus group inter-
views. Firstly, for each of the five main groups 
of neighbourhoods identified in the city, one (or 
two) typical ones were chosen for detailed study. 
In each city we examined between 6 and 12 
neighbourhoods depending on the size of the city 
and neighbourhood complexity. For each of the 
selected neighbourhoods, a detailed study through 
on-site auditing and fieldwork was conducted. 
Areas of research and data collection covered a 
range of topics and indicators, including phys-
ical size, history, population and demographic 
features of residents, housing, built environment, 
health, education, infrastructure and service provi-
sion, geographical conditions and environmental 
hazards, economic opportunities and job avail-
ability, local politics, governance and manage-
ment, etc. This neighbourhood study brought 
fresh understanding of the internal structures of 
these cities and generated a major inter-medium 
report for each city, and the summary of research 
findings which was released at the time at the 
centre’s website (https://www.centreforsustainab 
lecities.ac.uk/). These neighbourhood studies and 
the related internal reports are the main source for 
the chapters included in this book. 

The quantitative household survey data was 
collected through mainly face-to-face inter-
views using a common questionnaire designed,

https://www.centreforsustainablecities.ac.uk/
https://www.centreforsustainablecities.ac.uk/
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Table 1.2 Countries and cities covered in the SHLC project 

Region Country Case study cities 

Africa South Africa Cape Town (national parliament seat) and Johannesburg 
(economic centre/capital of South Africa) 

Tanzania Dar es Salaam (old national capital and financial 
centre) and Dodoma (new national capital) 

Rwanda Kigali (national capital) and Huye (regional city) 

South Asia India Delhi (national capital) and Madurai (regional city) 

Bangladesh Dhaka (national capital) and Khulna (regional city) 

East Asian China Chongqing (one of the four cities under central 
government control) and Datong (a provincial capital 
and regional city) 

Philippines Manila (national capital) and Batangas (regional city) 

Source Authors, 2025

discussed and agreed together by all teams and 
implemented in local languages in the case 
study cities. Interviewees were a random adult 
member of the sampled household. The question-
naire covered socio-economic and demographic 
profiles of population living in different types of 
urban neighbourhoods and their experiences of 
the neighbourhood in relation to health, educa-
tion, neighbourhood facilities and governance, 
economic opportunities and income, as well as 
the impact of Covid-19. The database includes 
over 15,000 responses (around 2000 from each 
country). Primary qualitative data was collected 
through focus group interviews, which covered 
views and opinions about neighbourhoods as well 
as health and educational needs, issues and prob-
lems. In total, 74 focus groups were organised in 
12 of the case study cities.2 The China team was 
unable to do any focus groups and the Chongqing 
survey was also delayed until summer 2023 due 
to Covid-19 lockdowns, which lasted longer than 
in many other countries. 

Due to disruptions from Covid-19 lockdowns, 
data collection from the survey and focus groups 
was completed only in the last few months of the 
project’s funding period; neither of these datasets 
have been fully analysed by the SHLC research 
teams. The city-focused chapters in this book were 

2 SHLC data from the household survey and focus groups 
has been published by UK Data Service at ReShare. The 
data files and accompanied research tools can be accessed 
and downloaded from the ReShare website (https://reshare. 
ukdataservice.ac.uk/855998/). 

written by the partner teams in each country and 
draw heavily on the neighbourhood study. The 
analysis also focuses mainly on the larger city in 
each country. The contextual chapters, including 
those on health and education, were prepared by 
team members specialised in the relevant topic 
areas. The overall chapter structure and arguments 
were guided by the editorial team and based on the 
common research framework of SHLC. 

1.5 Chapter Outline and Main 
Findings 

This book includes 13 further chapters which are 
organised into several sections. Chapters 2 and 3 
set the context for urban and spatial inequalities. 
Kintrea’s chapter (2) considers what we know 
about urban socio-spatial segregation from the 
Global North literature and explores the ways 
in which urban inequalities might be different 
in developing countries. It argues that social 
and spatial inequalities largely originate from 
economic divisions between people, and divi-
sions that continue to widen in many contexts 
by the competition for urban land and housing, 
sometimes mediated by the role of the state. It 
argues that such divisions are pervasive, mainly 
harmful to poor residents but also to society 
as a whole, but at the same time difficult to 
change even when public policy is sympathetic. 
With respect to developing countries, extensive 
existing knowledge of the extent of poverty

https://reshare.ukdataservice.ac.uk/855998/
https://reshare.ukdataservice.ac.uk/855998/
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and the weakness of public policy in mitigating 
housing and living conditions suggests that the 
extent and negative impact of socio-spatial segre-
gation is more exaggerated even than in the 
Global North. 

Wang, Baffoe, and Kamete continue the discus-
sion about urban and neighbourhood inequality 
in the context of the Global South in Chapter 3. 
Under the general trend of urbanisation, they find 
very different modes of urban development in 
the study countries. Cities in China benefit from 
strong government control and public ownership 
of land, and urban development is dominated 
by professionally planned high-rise and high-
density areas. In Bangladesh and India, urban 
development is driven by industrial development 
and migration, and the development process is 
led by small housing cooperatives and private 
housing renewal partnerships, and development 
mainly occurs on privately owned city or suburban 
land. Small plots of land and traditional private 
ownership dramatically increase the urban land 
use intensity and population density. Cities in 
the Philippines come in between the Chinese and 
South Asia development models. In places where 
there is a concentration of higher income groups, 
including expatriates or people of Chinese origin, 
larger apartment buildings and sizeable expen-
sive suburban middle class new estates are built. 
However, other locations in Manila show a similar 
development pattern to that observed elsewhere in 
South Asia. Chapter 3 also shows that urbanisation 
in Africa follows very different routes. In South 
Africa, the emergence of large-scale informal 
settlements in its major cities further magni-
fies spatial and racial inequalities. In the central 
African countries of Tanzania and Rwanda, urban 
expansion is dominated by family-led private 
housing development in suburban areas. These 
very different processes of urbanisation create 
many different types of neighbourhoods, which 
are characterised by huge differences in income 
levels of residents, family wealth, access to public 
and social services, as well as very unequal condi-
tions in respect of housing quality and the general 
living environment. 

Chapters 4 and 5 examines urban spatial and 
neighbourhood inequalities from the perspectives 

of education and health, drawing on both qualita-
tive and quantitative data collected by the Centre 
for Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities and 
Neighbourhoods. Education and urban education 
in particular, is often viewed as a leveller of 
inequalities and a key to social, economic, and 
personal development. Yet, education is riven 
with inequalities that perpetuate broader socio-
economic inequalities and injustices. In Chapter 4, 
Nesterova, Osborne, and Schweisfurth explore 
the ways that spatial inequalities, particularly 
neighbourhood inequalities, shape educational 
opportunity in cities in the Global South, and 
how participation in schooling and adult educa-
tion differs between neighbourhoods of different 
socio-economic status. They find that the ‘urban 
advantage’ in education masks vastly different 
levels of access, participation, retention, and 
quality between city neighbourhoods, particularly 
in relation to formal schooling. Yet while urban 
neighbourhoods shape educational advantage, and 
therefore life chances, they do not fully deter-
mine them. Their analysis shows there are some 
predictable patterns of educational advantage in 
wealthier neighbourhoods across countries, but 
also some outliers where poorer neighbourhoods 
perform better than expected, which are worthy of 
further exploration. 

Bhandari and Mitchell, in Chapter 5 examine 
the role of urban neighbourhoods in shaping 
health outcomes within low- and middle-income 
countries (LMICs) amidst rapid urbanisation and 
pronounced social inequalities. They explore how 
neighbourhood attributes contribute to health 
disparities but also consider the potential for 
fostering healthier urban lifestyles. They argue 
that while the importance of the social and envi-
ronmental determinants of health is relatively 
uncontested, the rapid unplanned urbanisation in 
developing countries is a challenge because, even 
if planners and politicians know what kinds of 
neighbourhoods are required, they are not gener-
ally in control of what kinds of neighbourhoods 
are actually created. Poor or absent urban plan-
ning can create neighbourhoods that promote and 
foster poor health behaviours, as well as those that 
threaten health directly via toxic or unsafe envi-
ronments and hamper access to services. Bhandari
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and Mitchell underscore the influence of physical, 
social, and economic environments within neigh-
bourhoods on the well-being of urban residents. 
By leveraging insights from the 14-city household 
survey, their chapter highlights the intricate ways 
in which neighbourhood factors can exacerbate or 
mitigate health disparities, emphasising the poten-
tial of localised, neighbourhood-level interven-
tions in advancing the health-related Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 

The book also focuses on urban and spatial 
inequalities in cities in Africa. South Africa is 
among the most unequal countries in the world. 
Chapters 6, 7 and 8 therefore focus on Cape Town 
and Johannesburg. In Chapter 6, Visagie, Turok, 
and Scheba address the question of whether Cape 
Town experienced racial desegregation since the 
transition to democracy in 1994. They examine 
the changing pattern of racial segregation in the 
city, which experienced a large decline in share of 
the coloured and white population in contrast to 
strong growth in the population share of Africans. 
They find that Cape Town has become less segre-
gated, but mainly because of city-wide population 
growth among Africans, with limited evidence 
of deeper social integration or structural reduc-
tion in spatial inequalities. The sorting of house-
holds based on income and affordability continues 
to limit the options available to poorer groups 
who remain mostly black. It is middle-income (or 
lower middle class) neighbourhoods that are most 
conducive to racial integration but these neigh-
bourhoods are still unaffordable for the average 
black South African. They also show there is a 
limit to growth of the black middle class, with 
a poor economic outlook for the country in the 
foreseeable future. These patterns reflect how 
the legacy of apartheid continues to be repro-
duced through residential sorting in the housing 
market. They conclude that in post-apartheid Cape 
Town, urbanisation has led to densification in 
poorer areas away from the core city rather than 
socio-spatial integration. 

Lynge, Everatt, and Katumba measure quan-
titatively the hidden local exposure to economic 
inequality in the city of Johannesburg in Chapter 7. 
Knowing about inequality is one thing but expe-
riencing it on a daily basis is something else. 

While the effects of the former have been exam-
ined through surveys and controlled experiments, 
the effects of the latter remain largely unexplored 
primarily due to the difficulties in methodology. 
Lynge and colleagues make a first attempt to 
measure local exposure to economic inequality. 
They calculate and map Gini-like coefficients 
for 5800 neighbourhoods across Johannesburg, 
drawing on household income data extracted 
from census data. They measure the degree of 
inequality not just within each neighbourhood 
but also in a specified radius around them. Their 
main objective is to test this methodology and 
create a measure of local exposure to economic 
inequality and lay the groundwork for future 
research. Their analysis finds that local context 
matters: two similar neighbourhoods (neighbour-
hoods with similar socio-economic characteris-
tics) may be exposed to economic inequality in 
very different ways, due to their location in the 
city. They conclude that the engines of change 
seem to lie in neighbourhoods with high Gini-like 
coefficients, suggesting that exposure to economic 
inequality is an important and under explored 
variable in neighbourhood research. 

In Chapter 8, Abrahams examines socio-
spatial inequality in neighbourhoods in Johan-
nesburg from a qualitative perspective. Drawing 
on focus group data from five different types of 
neighbourhoods, she looks specifically at three 
concepts which come to define place-making, 
namely, sense of place, belonging, and agency. 
Her analysis finds several clear juxtapositions 
where neighbourhood inequality is evident— 
lamentation and resignation at the poor quality 
of life in deprived neighbourhoods, and relative 
safety and conviviality in those well-off; a sense 
of belonging in a secure living environment and 
a sense of being forgotten or uncared for in 
those places which are less secure; and direct, 
mediated or marketised action or exercised 
agency for those in deprived, middle class, and 
wealthy areas respectively. These translate into 
the unequal ways that residents live in the city, 
can directly influence their own well-being or 
have a say in the way they live. Urban life in 
Johannesburg is then characterised by the expe-
rience of life and interaction with others, and
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public infrastructure, services, and amenities 
are only the stage upon which these interactions 
and associations play out. Life in the city is 
about how life is lived, how agency is exercised, 
and whether people have the freedoms to be 
able to exercise neighbourliness or live a good 
life. More importantly, Abrahams finds that it 
is about whether residents in neighbourhoods 
have the ability to stave off the harsh effects 
of market-like displacement and the slide into 
precarity and anomie. 

Nduwayezu, Manirakiza, Malonza, Mugabe, 
Nsabimana, Rutayisire, Nzayirambaho, and Kato 
analyse in Chapter 9 the extent of city expan-
sion in the last three decades in Kigali, Rwanda, 
focusing on the main categories of residential 
neighbourhoods—planned, unplanned, and mixed 
or semi-planned. Drawing on the SHLC house-
hold survey data, they investigate inequality by 
comparing indicators related to housing, income, 
employment, household amenities, health, and 
education across five income bands of neighbour-
hoods. Their analysis shows that Kigali has experi-
enced substantial demographic and spatial growth 
in the last 30 years, driven primarily by internal 
migration and natural population increase. Rapid 
urbanisation is causing urban sprawl and exten-
sive informal settlements that are overloading the 
capacity of city authorities to ensure adequate 
housing and equal distribution of basic ameni-
ties to all neighbourhoods, despite notable devel-
opments such as income diversification activi-
ties, new business infrastructure, and improved 
housing facilities. They also observe that the high 
rate of home ownership and the predominantly 
detached houses of Kigali can be understood as an 
indicator of relative liveability and high quality of 
life. However, the form of development is a threat 
to sustainable urban planning, as it is the cause of 
rapid spatial expansion. 

The next section of the book focuses on 
Asian cities. In Chapter 10, Kundu and Debnath 
compare neighbourhood inequalities and access 
to housing, amenities, and services in Delhi and 
Madurai. Unlike most other empirical research 
on India cities that is based on ward level 
data, this study examines neighbourhood level 
inequality that shapes residents’ everyday lived 

experiences. Based on the findings of the 
SHLC household survey of 21 neighbourhoods 
in Delhi and Madurai, the authors examine 
the nature and extent of inequalities between 
different types of neighbourhoods. They find stark 
inequality across neighbourhoods of different 
socio-economic status in both cities, especially 
on the basis of access to housing, amenities, and 
services, and particularly in respect of networked 
infrastructure such as public sewerage networks. 
Inter-city comparison reveals a higher level of 
inequality in Delhi in case of access to ameni-
ties and services compared to Madurai. Distri-
bution of amenities and services, except for 
piped drinking water, is more inclusive in the 
regional city of Madurai. However, there was 
high inequality on the access to piped drinking 
water in Madurai across and within neighbour-
hoods of similar socio-economic status. More-
over, Madurai exhibits higher levels of inequality 
in terms of access to adequate living space. 

Roy, in Chapter 11, examines neighbour-
hood inequalities in Dhaka, Bangladesh, and 
explores the challenges for urban planning. A 
significant share of neighbourhoods in Dhaka 
has evolved organically; they are flexible to 
change, and welcome migrants. Yet, the city is 
rapidly becoming unequal because of organic 
and uncontrolled changes. The distribution of 
health and education facilities and service provi-
sion varies considerably and results in spatial 
inequalities across neighbourhoods. Institu-
tions, partisan politics, power, and the market 
are all responsible for the widening gap. Inad-
equate resources for meeting developmental 
needs, weak institutional capacity for guided 
urban growth, disproportionate distribution of 
the available resources due to market forces, 
and elitist planning are all identified as prime 
forces in making Dhaka an extremely unequal 
city. The prevailing nature of governance with 
colonial roots, ineffective urban policies and the 
neo-liberalisation of planning and governance 
have all contributed to sustained neighbourhood 
differentiation in Dhaka. Roy argues that it is 
urgent to promote the distribution of resources 
in ways that contribute to tackling the spatial 
disparities in the city. Innovative approaches
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to people-centred neighbourhood planning, 
acknowledging the internal structure and differ-
entiation of neighbourhoods would make Dhaka 
a relatively equal city. 

In Chapter 12, Liu, Li, Yin, Zhan, Sun, 
Zhai and Sun report on their study of urbani-
sation and neighbourhood diversification in the 
fast-changing Chinese mega city of Chongqing. 
They analyse how the state and the market have 
interacted to drive the city’s urbanisation and 
how the previous socialist organisation of resi-
dence and work-unit system has been trans-
formed since the 1980s through housing privati-
sation and commercial property development into 
a diversified and complex urban neighhourhood 
arrangement. They find that the city now is made 
up of very different types of neighbourhoods, 
including work-unit, commercial housing estate 
neighbourhoods, government-subsidised housing 
neighbourhoods, and urban villages. Each type 
exhibits some differences in terms of residents’ 
socio-economic characteristics, housing condi-
tions, internal spatial arrangements, accessibility 
to public services, as well as commercial facilities. 
Predicated upon both topographical and histor-
ical determinants, the city’s residential districts 
are characterised by a polycentric and clustered 
spatial configuration. Distinct residential clusters 
preserve a degree of spatial segregation, concur-
rently facilitating relatively autonomous employ-
ment opportunities and public amenities within 
their respective precincts. Consequently, dispari-
ties have emerged among these clusters, contin-
gent upon variances in educational institutions, 
health care facilities, income brackets, and prop-
erty valuations. 

Rivera, Gamboa, Delos Reyes, Racoma, and 
Manlapas examine the spatial inequality in 
Manila, the Philippines in Chapter 13. Their study 
takes a different approach by taking the notion 
of the ethics of (un)care as a spatially produced 
and reinforced phenomenon. They show that the 
contrasting yet profoundly similar living condi-
tions in different neighbourhoods tell a tale of 
a city that cultivates, on one hand, a compas-
sionate, humane, and caring environment, and 
on the other, signifies a global city that can 
be forgetful, restraining, and uncaring. Learning 

from these two tendencies, the chapter reflects on 
the potential for a bottom-up, solidarity-based, 
and empathy-enabled manner of urban citizen-
ship to navigate long-standing spatial inequalities 
among neighbourhoods. The discussion serves as 
a backdrop for planning cities with a place-based 
caring ethic. 

Earlier chapters focus either on a specific 
subject or on an individual country. In the final 
section of the book, Chapter 14, Ahmad, Sowgat, 
and Wang examine income, employment, and 
housing inequalities across all case study coun-
tries, using the household survey data collected 
from various neighbourhoods in the 14 Asian and 
African cities. Their analysis shows that cities 
in the Global South face significant levels of 
inequality and the unique social and political 
contexts of different countries have significant 
impacts on inequality. In general, Asian coun-
tries, particularly China, exhibit better income and 
employment stability compared to African coun-
tries; satisfaction with housing is higher in Asian 
countries, though a large number of households 
in these countries engage in informal employ-
ment and live in overcrowded dwellings compared 
to African countries. Their analysis also shows 
that major cities perform better on many aspects 
than smaller regional cities within a country. 
Disparities in housing and income are prevalent 
across cities but become more pronounced at the 
sub-city level, where households in low-income 
neighbourhoods face significant disadvantages in 
both housing and income compared to those in 
affluent neighbourhoods. Living in affluent neigh-
bourhoods provides better housing and a superior 
built environment, contributing to overall well-
being; conversely, residents of less wealthy neigh-
bourhoods face heightened exposure to economic 
inequality. Analysis also shows that there is a 
substantial presence of high-income households 
in poor neighbourhoods, while affluent neigh-
bourhoods have a significant share of low-income 
households. This indicates that Asian and African 
cities are currently experiencing early stages of 
socio-spatial exclusion when compared to devel-
oped Western countries. Their findings highlight 
the importance of neighbourhood data for under-
standing fast growing cities in the Global South.
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spatial segregation and the spatial structure of ‘ordi-
nary’ activities in the Global South. Urban Plan 
5(3):303–318 

UN-Habitat (2003) The challenge of slums: global report 
on human settlements 2003. Earthscan, London 

UN-Habitat (2016) The new urban agenda. UN-Habitat, 
Nairobi 

UN-Habitat (2017) The new urban agenda. Nairobi: 
UN-Habitat. Available at https://unhabitat.org/about-
us/newurban-agenda 

United Nations (1996) The Habitat Agenda: The Istanbul 
Declaration on Human Settlements. Available at 
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2014/07/The-
Habitat-Agenda-Istanbul-Declaration-on-Human-Set 
tlements-20061.pdf (Accessed 23 February 2023) 

United Nations (2000) United Nations Millennium Decla-
ration. Available at https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/ 
doc/UNDOC/GEN/N00/559/51/PDF/N0055951.pdf? 
OpenElement (Accessed 26 February 2023) 

United Nations (2015a) Foreword to The Millennium 
Development Goals Report 2015. United Nations, New 
York 

United Nations (2015b) Transforming our world: the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. Available at 
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/ 
N15/291/89/PDF/-N1529189.pdf?OpenElement.). 

United Nations (2016) The New Urban Agenda: key 
commitments. Available at https://www.un.org/sustai 
nabledevelopment/blog/2016/10/newurbanagenda/ 

Van Ham M, Tammaru T, Ubareviciene R, Janssen H (eds) 
(2021) Urban socio-economic segregation and income 
inequality. A global perspective. Springer 

Wakely P (1988) The development of housing through 
the withdrawal from construction: changes in third 
world housing policies and programmes. Habitat Int 
12(3):121–131 

Wang Y, Kintrea K (2019) Sustainable, healthy and 
learning cities and neighbourhoods. Environ Urban 
ASIA 10(2):146–150. https://doi.org/10.1177/097542 
531985912 

Wei YD, Ewing R (2018) Editorial: urban expansion, 
sprawl and inequality. Landsc Urban Plan 177:259–265 

Wei YHD, Li H, Yue W (2017) Urban land expansion and 
regional inequality in transitional China. Landsc Urban 
Plan 163(2017):17–31 

Wilkinson R, Pickett K (2009) The spirit level: why 
equality is better for everyone. Penguin Books 

Wilkinson R, Pickett K (2020) The inner level: how more 
equal societies reduce stress, restore sanity and improve 
everyone’s well-being. Penguin Press 

Zwiers M, Bolt G, van Ham M, van Kempen R (2016) 
The global financial crisis and neighbourhood decline. 
Urban Geogr 37(5):664–684. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
02723638.2015.1101251 

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in 
any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to 
the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made. 

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license, 
unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons 
license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to 
obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.

https://ourworldindata.org/the-history-of-global-economic-inequality
https://ourworldindata.org/the-history-of-global-economic-inequality
https://unhabitat.org/about-us/newurban-agenda
https://unhabitat.org/about-us/newurban-agenda
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2014/07/The-Habitat-Agenda-Istanbul-Declaration-on-Human-Settlements-20061.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2014/07/The-Habitat-Agenda-Istanbul-Declaration-on-Human-Settlements-20061.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2014/07/The-Habitat-Agenda-Istanbul-Declaration-on-Human-Settlements-20061.pdf
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N00/559/51/PDF/N0055951.pdf%3FOpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N00/559/51/PDF/N0055951.pdf%3FOpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N00/559/51/PDF/N0055951.pdf%3FOpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N15/291/89/PDF/-N1529189.pdf%3FOpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N15/291/89/PDF/-N1529189.pdf%3FOpenElement
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2016/10/newurbanagenda/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2016/10/newurbanagenda/
https://doi.org/10.1177/097542531985912
https://doi.org/10.1177/097542531985912
https://doi.org/10.1080/02723638.2015.1101251
https://doi.org/10.1080/02723638.2015.1101251
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


2Urban Inequality and Socio-Spatial 
Segregation 

Keith Kintrea 

Abstract 

This chapter considers what we know about 
urban socio-spatial segregation, mainly from 
the extant, mainly Global North literature. It 
argues that socio-spatial segregation is long-
standing and near universal. While acknowl-
edging authors who favour segregation, it is 
largely considered to be harmful, both to resi-
dents of the most disadvantaged areas and 
to urban society as a whole. The chapter 
than explores how urban inequalities might be 
different in developing countries. It suggests 
that the extent and negative impact of socio-
spatial segregation is more exaggerated even 
than the Global North, driven by diverse, 
complex, and multifaceted emergent processes 
of urbanisation that are shaped by situated 
competitions for living space and develop-
ment profits. The chapter is intended to provide 
essential context for interpreting the empirical, 
city-focussed chapters that follow. 
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2.1 Introduction 

Socio-spatial segregation is the division of the 
urban population both socially (between income 
groups and/or between groups with different 
socioeconomic, ethnic or religious characteris-
tics) and spatially (between different residen-
tial neighbourhoods). It is typically identified 
empirically by the percentage of people with 
a particular characteristic that live in sub-areas 
of a city compared to the average distribution 
across the city as a whole.1 Each socio-economic 
characteristic has its own distribution, so, for 
example, segregation by ethnicity may be stronger 
than segregation by income. Exact measures of 
segregation depend on the unit of analysis. The 
smaller the unit of area, the more likely it is that 
segregation will be found. The lack of common 
spatial units between cities internationally there-
fore makes it difficult to compare across countries. 

Socio-spatial segregation is found wherever 
there are divisions in society that derive from 
socioeconomics and/or culture and is apparent 
to some degree in every city and large settle-
ment in the world. Hamnett (2019) provides a 
useful overview of the forms and dimensions of 
urban inequalities. It is also as longstanding as 
cities themselves. The urban historian Nightin-
gale (2012) reports that segregated cities existed

1 There are many ways of measuring segregation; see 
Veneri et al. (2021) for a recent discussion. 
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in ancient Mesopotamia around 4000 BCE where, 
in the world’s first cities, citadel zones around 
temples were set aside for the religious and polit-
ical classes, for purposes of both defence and 
propaganda. He identifies similar ‘sacropolitical’ 
districts in ancient Africa, Peru and Cambodia, 
and in China, where the roots of the Imperial 
(or ‘forbidden’) City appeared in what became 
Beijing during the Shang dynasty not long after 
2000 BCE. Staying with the ancient world, in 360 
BCE Plato observed ‘any city, however small, is 
in fact divided into two. One the city of the poor 
and the other of the rich; these are at war with 
each other’ (Marinoff 2019: 186). 

In later centuries, planned segregation of 
cities became more diverse in intent and mani-
festation (Nightingale 2012). Political-religious 
citadels were extended during the medieval era 
but city neighbourhoods were also set aside 
for foreign traders and merchants. Sometimes 
foreigners were corralled into their own sepa-
rate zones according to origin by the city author-
ities such as in Constantinople. But, increasingly, 
the foreigners led segregation themselves as their 
power grew. After the English conquest of Ireland, 
so as to keep the Irish themselves ‘beyond the 
pale’, the enclave of Dublin was created in the 
1400s. It was the forerunner of a mode of plan-
ning, which developed across the globe that sepa-
rated settlers from natives and encouraged further 
spatial sorting by colour, race, and religion, and 
the legacy of colonial spatial planning continues 
to shape cities today. As the economy of cities 
became more differentiated, distinctions between 
city dwellers by social class and status thrived. The 
separation of income groups and occupations also 
has ancient roots, often reflecting racial and reli-
gious differences, although in medieval and early 
modern cities it was frequently as much vertical 
within buildings as spatial, or highly variegated 
within tight areas of cities. 

With the rise of industrial cities and the accom-
panying migration of labour from rural areas 
that gave a huge boost to urban growth, new 
forms of market-influenced segregation appeared. 
The global context for this was a new system 
of exploitation of people and resources based 
on colonial power and backed by violence 

as required, which shaped the world order. 
Merchants, manufacturers, and members of the 
new professional classes were enriched and they 
escaped air pollution and filth by commandeering 
cities’ most salubrious and advantaged locations, 
often at a height and upwind of industrial sites, 
where they built fabulous mansions in imitation of 
the established noble classes (Simpson and Lloyd 
1977). At the same time, a land market shaped 
by profit-oriented property owners and developers 
provided highly differentiated housing products 
and services for the bulk of the population. The 
subtle gradations of class and status in the indus-
trial city were deliberately easy to read off in the 
built environment from its densities, plot sizes, 
dwelling sizes, and building design and ornamen-
tation. However, the poorest usually were priced 
out of the new industrial housing and typically 
were left behind in the slums of the old medieval 
city cores, which had been otherwise abandoned. 

When social policy and then urban studies 
emerged as academic fields in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, the principal work of 
key figures such as Charles Booth in London and 
the leaders of the Chicago School was to describe 
and explain the separation of classes of people 
in urban space in works such as The Gold Coast 
and the Slum (Zorbaugh 1983). Meanwhile, new 
state-led segregation emerged as governments 
in the developed world responded to the polit-
ical demands of organised labour by funding or 
directly providing state housing (see, e.g. Harloe 
1985). Distinctive in its built form and charac-
terised by large-scale construction as ‘estates’, 
state housing not only marked out those who bene-
fitted from its bricks-and-mortar subsidies but it 
also contained strong social divisions, between 
‘rough’ and ‘respectable’ tenants, whose effects 
are still apparent today (Damer 2018). 

From the days of the pioneers of urban studies, 
but particularly in the period since the 1960s 
when conflict with significant racial dimensions 
emerged in segregated cities in the USA and 
later in Europe, research on urban socio-spatial 
segregation has exploded and has never died 
down. It continues to be a pressing matter in the 
Global North, both in terms of social equity and 
national security, as the disturbances in French
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cities following the killing of a young person 
of Algerian background in the Paris suburbs in 
the summer 2023 show (Observer 2023). At the 
time of writing, a search for ‘urban segrega-
tion’ on Google Scholar leads to over 1.5 million 
items, while related topics such as urban depriva-
tion and gentrification each generate hundreds of 
thousands of results. 

There is often acknowledgement in this 
literature that urban segregation is a global 
phenomenon but it is apparent that such academic 
studies are dominated by North American and 
other English-speaking researchers and that most 
of the empirical literature on segregation is like-
wise derived from Global North case studies and 
data. In spite of the recent massive growth of cities 
in the Global South, neighbourhood research as 
a whole is relatively undeveloped there, with the 
exception of China (Baffoe and Kintrea 2022, 
2023). This Global North ‘overburden’ has caused 
Garrido (2021) to argue that the research field 
of urban socio-spatial segregation as it applies to 
the South has been stunted or even closed down, 
thereby distinctive dimensions of segregation in 
the South have been missed, or not discovered. 
The rationale of this book supports Garrido’s posi-
tion but it is hard to ignore the vast body of extant 
work which has generated important ideas about 
the origins of social inequality, how it translates 
into socio-spatial inequality, why such inequality 
matters and what -if anything- might be done 
about it by public policy, even if this must be care-
fully re-interpreted in the context of the Global 
South. 

2.2 Unequal Societies 
and Unequal Places 

A necessary starting point for any consideration 
of socio-spatial inequalities must be the existence 
and persistence of inequalities between groups in 
the population within particular societies, partic-
ularly in terms of income and wealth. The World 
Inequality Report (Chancel et al. 2022), using 
ratios between the top 10% and the bottom 50% 
of the global population, shows that inequalities 
in locations across the world grew steeply in the 

nineteenth century and then flattened out but with 
the income of the top 10% of the population glob-
ally being between 38 and 53% of the bottom 
half of the population during the period 1900– 
2020. Across the same period, the share of total 
income going to the top 10% has been between 
a half and 60%, and of the bottom 10% some-
where between 5 and 15%. So income inequal-
ities are large and have been highly persistent 
across an extended period when there has been 
rapid societal, political, economic, and technolog-
ical change, although the report also shows that 
global income inequality has declined somewhat 
in the last 20 years (Chancel et al. 2022: Figure 2.1, 
2.2 and 2.3). 

Considering wealth (including both financial 
and non-financial assets), globally the top 10% 
has held at least half of the world’s wealth for the 
last 200 years, with their share growing during 
the period of industrialisation and colonialisation 
up to 1920 to 60% and fluctuating since. Since 
1995 there has been a notable tendency for those 
wealthy people in the developed world at the very 
top of the distribution (the top 1%) to capture an 
even greater share of wealth, along with some 
groups in the middle of the hierarchy, representing 
the rise of the middle class in emerging economies. 
However, the bottom half’s share of global wealth 
fell from about 15% to 10% over the 160 years to 
1980 but has risen slightly since (Chancel et al. 
2022: Figure 4.2). 

If the global picture of inequality between indi-
viduals appears fairly stable, even if the evolu-
tion of patterns of income and wealth inequality 
continues, inequalities between countries appear 
to be lessening somewhat, as more of the world 
develops. But within countries, inequalities have 
reached a record high level (Chancel et al. 2022: 
28), which is directly relevant to our concerns with 
socio-economic segregation. In 2021, the people 
in the bottom 50% of the income distribution 
in the countries included in the SHLC study on 
which this book draws all have less than 18% of 
their country’s income. This ranges from 17.1% 
in Bangladesh down to 5.8% in South Africa. 
Meanwhile, the people in the top 10% command 
over 40% of the income in each SHLC country, 
the range running from Bangladesh on 42.4% to
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South Africa on 65.4%. The extent of inequality in 
developing countries is far stronger than in Europe 
(the world’s least unequal region). For example, 
the comparable figures for the UK are 20.3% and 
35.8% and for France 23% and 31.2%. It is also 
apparent that, although the countries in the SHLC 
study have all benefitted from economic growth 
in the last 40 years, the share of income going 
to the bottom 50% has fallen in several coun-
tries, most notably in China, India, and South 
Africa. It has risen in only one country- the Philip-
pines. Simultaneously, over the same period, the 
top 10% in every SHLC country has benefitted 
from a rising share of income, except again for the 
Philippines. (All data from the World Inequality 
Database 2022.) 

Such extreme and deepening inequalities are 
driven substantially by unequal growth. They 
provide global and national moral philosophical 
challenges on their own terms and arguments can 
be made for more equal distributions drawn from 
perspectives on social justice, human rights and 
‘the right to the city’. But inequalities also have 
clear impacts on social welfare. Wilkinson and 
Pickett’s (2009) study The Spirit Level demon-
strated that the more unequal a country is the 
more likely people will experience, among other 
things, worse physical and mental health, lower 
life expectancy, greater obesity and higher levels 
of violence, and citizens are also less likely to 
enjoy trust between each other. Therefore, they 
conclude that, in unequal societies after a certain 
point, economic growth falters in its task of deliv-
ering greater population welfare, while a policy 
strategy to reduce inequality is likely to have 
widespread benefits. 

These deep inequalities also provide the raw 
material of socio-spatial segregation. However, it 
is not possible to read off the extent or nature of 
socio-spatial segregation from the data on income 
or wealth divisions. Broadly, segregation comes 
about as a result of the translation of economic 
transformations in cities, such as changes to the 
economic base and the labour market, into socio-
spatial transformations. In the contemporary era, 
Sassen (1991) suggested that the more connected 
cities were to the global economy, the more likely 
they were to be highly segregated, with well-paid 

knowledge workers separated both economically 
and spatially from a much less well-rewarded 
and less well-housed service class. Two recent 
comparative international studies (Musterd et al. 
2017, building on Tammaru et al. 2016, and 
Veneri et al. 2021), provide some insights into 
explanations for different patterns of segregation. 
The work by Musterd and Tammaru and their 
colleagues showed that European capital cities 
were becoming more economically unequal in the 
first decade of the twenty-first century and at the 
same time more segregated, especially between 
the highest and lowest income groups. 

Segregation is mediated principally through 
the housing system but it is also influenced by 
exclusion and discrimination and the exercise of 
political power, usually involving the direct collu-
sion of the state in the form policies and prac-
tices towards land use planning and housing. 
Hence there is extensive interest in gentrification 
as a process of socio-spatial transformation in 
post-industrial Global North cities,2 including its 
‘state-led’ forms (e.g. Watt 2009; López-Morales 
2019). These cities have seen the rise of the so-
called ‘hourglass’ labour market, with increasing 
distance between the knowledge workers at the 
top of the labour market and the routine service 
workers at the bottom, as well as revived pref-
erences for city centre living among the middle 
class, which has the strong support of city plan-
ners who are pursuing policies such as ‘compact 
cities’ and ‘20 minute neighbourhoods’ in pursuit 
of climate change and liveability goals. 

A critical lesson for fast developing cities is 
that once set, the socio-spatial structure of cities 
is not something that can be quickly changed. The 
historical class and status associations of partic-
ular neighbourhoods tend to persist for decades, 
even centuries. Perhaps this is most evident where 
the state has defined areas of residence for partic-
ular classes or cultural or ethnic groups, such as 
with colonial-era planning, or where areas have 
been designated for low-status social housing. In a 
spatial demonstration of the reproduction of social 
status, such designations thrive in the social value 
of particular sites (or the lack of it) long after

2 Gentrification research is now global. 
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the policy that created them has been superseded. 
In one documented case, the low social status of 
a neighbourhood in the twenty-first century was 
shown to have originated hundreds of years prior 
from encampments of the poor beyond a city’s 
walls (Robertson et al. 2010). 

What is more, the operation of the land market 
typically creates ‘spatial lock-in’, which means 
that large adjustments in financial value (and 
hence significant social change) in neighbour-
hoods) are rare and can only be achieved through 
significant intervention such as complete phys-
ical destruction and rebuilding of a neighbour-
hood (for example Nygaard and Meen 2013). 
For example, the basic socio-spatial structure of 
central London survived a century of industri-
alisation and deindustrialisation, aerial bombing 
and reconstruction, extensive state housebuilding, 
financialisation of the housing market and succes-
sive waves of immigration (Orford et al. 2002). 

This is important knowledge in the context 
of fast-urbanising cities. Experience suggests that 
solutions to the patterns of human settlement that 
are allowed or encouraged in the early twenty-first 
century are likely to be around for many decades, 
even centuries, ahead. 

2.3 In Defence of Segregation? 

While segregation in cities is pervasive, argu-
ments about its benefits and disbenefits are not 
fully settled, which in part accounts for its popu-
larity as a research topic. Arguments in defence 
of segregation are heard much less often, and 
centre around the benefits that people derive 
from the proximity of other people who are like 
themselves. During the apogee of international 
interest in mixed-income neighbourhoods as a 
part of planning and housing policy (Arthurson 
2012; Kintrea 2013), the economist Paul Cheshire 
was notoriously sceptical about the international 
acceptance of socially mixed neighbourhoods as 
a policy aim (Cheshire 2007; Cheshire et al. 
2008). In making his pitch against social mix 
policies, he identified the benefit of what he 
called ‘specialised neighbourhoods’, that is those 

that house people from particular income groups. 
He argued that such neighbourhoods had bene-
fits in they provided income-appropriate services, 
which, in poor neighbourhoods, were of direct 
benefit to lower-income people, such as afford-
able food shops and pawn shops. They also hosted 
linguistically and culturally appropriate services 
for disadvantaged migrant groups. Cheshire also 
suggested that social interaction with neighbours 
who share characteristics also brought benefits in 
the form of useful social networks and, drawing 
on Luttmer (2005), claimed that low-income resi-
dents would benefit by feeling less bad about their 
own poverty if they were surrounded by others in 
the same situation. 

The philosopher Michael Merry (2013) makes 
some similar but perhaps more sophisticated argu-
ments in his ‘defence of separation’. Merry seeks 
to challenge accepted views on segregation (and 
separation more widely) and points to the limi-
tations of what he calls ‘integrationism’, that is 
policies that attempt to bring together people from 
diverse groups, although he does not tackle ‘social 
mix’ policies directly. He argues that in a situ-
ation where there are excluded and stigmatised 
groups (and the urban poor would come into 
that category), they may usefully seek ‘volun-
tary segregation’ on their own terms. While not 
denying there are some poor neighbourhoods 
that compound their residents’ disadvantage, he 
argues that spatial concentrations of disadvan-
taged people provide the possibility of the commu-
nity acting in its own interests, as he illus-
trates elsewhere through the story of one village’s 
housing campaign (Merry et al. 2016). 

2.3.1 The Case Against 
Segregation 

In spite of the cases put by Cheshire and Merry, 
most of the literature focuses on the undesirability 
of segregation. There are two lines of argument. 
The first is that segregation is particularly bad for 
those people that have the fewest choices, that is 
those at the bottom end of the income distribution 
whom segregation confines to neighbourhoods
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that are dominated by poor people. Such neigh-
bourhoods are typically labelled by planners using 
language such as ‘deprived’, ‘disadvantaged’ or 
‘excluded’ or even officially called ‘slums’, a term 
that has been condemned as discriminatory and 
even dangerous (e.g. Gilbert 2007). The second 
broader line of argument is that segregation is bad 
not just for residents in disadvantaged areas but 
also for the wider society. 

Taking the first line of argument, it has 
three elements. The first concentrates on spatial 
processes and it holds that disadvantaged areas 
further harm their residents because poor areas 
have inferior or absent services. Considering 
services provided for profit, the accentuation of 
disadvantage come from simple market forces 
reacting to weak demand. So, for example, shops 
may be scarce in a disadvantaged area and the 
few shops that exist are may offer low quality 
goods. Considering public services, there is often 
unconscious or sometimes deliberate steering in 
the allocation of resources away from deprived 
areas (e.g. Hastings et al. 2017). Disadvantaged 
areas may be poorly provided, for example, with 
health services, schools, and street cleaning. In 
developing countries, poor areas they may also 
lack access to clean water, sewerage and energy 
services and to the publicly maintained roads that 
are found in rich areas. People in disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods may also find it hard to access 
jobs and economic opportunities they are mainly 
located in city centres and more affluent suburbs. 

The second line of argument is that people who 
live in impoverished areas suffer placed-based or 
territorial stigma in the world beyond their neigh-
bourhood, based purely on their home location. 
In consequence they suffer discrimination in their 
access to education, work, health care, and social 
relationships, with subsequent impacts on their 
wellbeing. This phenomenon has been evidenced 
by a large number of studies, both recent and 
historical, across the Global North and Global 
South, with territorial stigma often co-existing 
with ethnic, racial, or religious discrimination. 
Global North studies include those by Wacquant 
(1993), Jacobs and Flanagan (2013) and Butler-
Warke (2020) while recent examples of Global 
South studies on the same themes include Devika 

(2016), Fattah and Walters (2020) and Dev et al. 
(2023). 

The third part of the argument that poor 
areas further disadvantage their residents’ points 
to the negative ‘neighbourhood effects’ that 
operate though social process at a neighbour-
hood level (for reviews see, e.g. Galster 2012; 
Sampson 2019). Such ideas are generally traced 
to the work of Wilson (1987) who studied 
Black neighbourhoods in the USA that had 
become geographically isolated from their urban 
economies through deindustrialisation and spatial 
relocation of economic activity and in conse-
quence suffered extensive worklessness and the 
outward migration of the middle class. Neigh-
bourhood effects subsequently become a major 
multi-disciplinary research enterprise in the UK 
and Europe, however it has yet to make much 
impact in developing countries. 

Briefly summarised, the theory of neighbour-
hood effects rests on a series of four propositions 
(Atkinson and Kintrea 2002; see also Musterd 
et al. 2019). First, disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
function as a defining social world, and second, 
that in such neighbourhoods, people mainly mix 
with others who are like themselves. So, in a 
disadvantaged context, social interactions within 
the neighbourhood are among the most impor-
tant that people have and most of the interac-
tions are between people who share a common 
experience of disadvantage. The third proposi-
tion is that people develop shared beliefs and 
expectations (for example about work, education, 
and culture) based on their common experiences 
of poverty and exclusion. Fourth, limited social 
networks and the kinds of beliefs and expecta-
tions that develop around poverty are ultimately 
harmful to life chances, as they serve to limit the 
possibilities of residents’ lives. 

Relating these propositions to theories of social 
capital, it could be said that in poor neighbour-
hoods, there is a surfeit of ‘bonding’ social capital 
(the kind that helps people ‘get by’) but a shortage 
of bridging social capital (the kind that helps 
people ‘get on’). Hence a central part of the case 
for more socially mixed neighbourhoods rests 
on the wider and deeper social networks that 
might become available. Taking the three parts
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of the argument together (territorial stigma, urban 
services and neighbourhood social networks), a 
useful insight is that neighbourhoods represent a 
‘spatial opportunity structure’ (e.g. Galster and 
Sharkey 2017) that serves to negatively affect 
outcomes for residents, such as educational attain-
ment, employment status and health. 

The case against segregation centres also 
centres on its ill effects on the wider society 
and the urban economy, particularly due to its 
potential to contribute further to social divisions 
and to undermine social cohesion. Social cohe-
sion is a slippery concept but at its heart is the 
capacity of diverse groups in the city to recognise 
each other and to achieve mutual accommodation 
through social and political institutions (Cassiers 
and Kesteloot 2012). Cohesion is put at risk by 
many features of modern cities, including a lack of 
economic security for many individuals and very 
wide inequalities in income and wealth, as well 
as the distrust and conflict that are fomented by 
the rise of populist politics. However, socio-spatial 
segregation plays a key role in undermining cohe-
sion. Place attachment and identity, that is where 
there is a sense of belonging to particular place and 
an intertwining of personal identity and place, is 
one of five domains of social cohesion identified in 
the classic analysis of Forrest and Kearns (2001). 
Where cities are sharply divided into zones that 
are significantly exclusive, the cohesion of the 
whole city is at risk, as it breaks the everyday 
links between groups. Spatial divisions have the 
power to undermine empathy for the poor and 
make redistributive policies even less popular as 
they intensify mutual distrust between people in 
different economic situations. Such distrust also 
creates a ratchet effect so that the rich seek to 
barricade themselves within gated enclaves and 
engage in ‘cocooning’ in their travel, consump-
tion and leisure behaviours, all designed to create 
distance from others in society, far away from the 
so-called ‘no go’ areas of the poor (e.g. Atkinson 
2006; Boterman and Musterd 2016). 

While well-off people may be more attached 
to global networks but cut themselves off from 
their city, disadvantaged residents often exhibit 
deep place attachment and strong community soli-
darity, which as Merry (2013) argues, may be 

of great benefit. But considering social cohesion, 
inward-looking isolated communities also repre-
sent a risk. Many of the violent disturbances (or 
uprisings) that have occurred in European cities 
have originated in socially isolated, disadvantaged 
areas, usually with high proportions of migrants 
and minority groups, where younger residents feel 
a powerful sense of separation and injustice. For 
example, the waves of disturbances across France 
in the summer 2005 and again in 2023 origi-
nated mainly in poor, segregated enclaves of social 
housing (Fieschi 2023). The same phenomenon 
was apparent in several episodes of disturbances in 
Swedish suburbs in 2022, where segregation was 
identified by the justice minister as a very serious 
cause of the problems, as well as in other loca-
tions internationally. Ultimately, inequality, socio-
spatial segregation and a lack of social stability 
can make cities a less attractive places to live, 
repel investment and affect their competitiveness 
(Tammaru et al. 2016). 

2.3.2 Public Policy Versus 
Socio-Spatial Segregation 

On the basis that socio-spatial segregation is 
harmful, or perhaps more often because it is so 
emblematic of the failure to produce outcomes 
that are evidently fair for all citizens, especially 
when disturbances break out, national and city 
governments across a wide range of countries have 
from time to time prioritised it. Andersson (2006) 
neatly sums up the three main policy options in 
the typical situation where there is a gradient of 
segregated neighbourhoods ranging from rich to 
poor. The first option is to generally redistribute 
income and wealth so that the extent of inequality 
in society between the ends of the distribution 
is lessened. In principle, this might be achieved 
by fiscal policy (tax and public spending), redis-
tributing resources in favour of the poorer citizens 
who are most likely to live in disadvantaged neigh-
bourhoods. As we have seen, in most Global North 
countries, this is the opposite of what has been 
happening, with the distance between the rich and 
poor widening somewhat in the period since 1980
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as the state has withdrawn from a strong welfare 
role in favour of distribution through the market. 

The second and third options are in the realm 
of urban policy. The second one is longstanding, 
since at least the 1960s in the UK and USA, 
for example, and became very widespread in the 
Global North in the 1990s and 2000s (Smith 
1999). It aims to flatten out the gradient of neigh-
bourhood’s right at the bottom end of the distribu-
tion through diverse types of area-based initiative 
(ABI). ABIs typically target the ‘worst’ (i.e. the 
most disadvantaged) neighbourhoods and through 
public-sector-led partnership agencies they aim to 
improve housing and neighbourhood conditions 
and services, often alongside initiatives to reduce 
unemployment and other forms of worklessness. 
While they often improve material conditions 
through targeted spending, studies show they have 
they are not able to do much fundamentally change 
the disadvantaged status of such areas and their 
position at the bottom of the socio-economic 
ranking (see, e.g. Lawless and Beatty 2013). 

The third approach to the problem of socio-
spatial segregation are policies on social mix, 
which became extremely prominent internation-
ally in the first decade of the twenty-first century 
(see, Arthurson 2012; Kintrea 2013). Social mix 
as a policy was intricately connected to theo-
ries about the lack of opportunity structures in 
poor areas and rested on the idea that wider 
social networks and role models had the poten-
tial to be transformative of people’s life chances, 
and that higher income residents would improve 
local services through spending power and polit-
ical advocacy. Like ABIs, social mix policy posi-
tioned poor areas as the problem to be solved and, 
while planners promoted some newly built areas 
as socially mixed communities, there was never 
any sense that social mix polices would be aimed 
at neighbourhoods dominated by the well-off. 

There were very many interesting social mix 
experiments and initiatives in several different 
countries, some quite successful at a basic level, 
showing that people from a wide range of income 
groups could share the same neighbourhood. 
However, evidence of beneficial effects on the life 
chances of disadvantaged people was slight at best 
(e.g. Briggs et al. 2010), and social mix policy was 

never developed on such a scale that it could over-
come the power of the market- based division of 
residential areas based on preferences to live apart, 
if possible. 

2.4 Implications for Cities 
in Developing Countries 
in Africa and Asia 

The analysis above of socio-spatial segregation 
is of its longstanding development, its rootedness 
in the economic structure that shapes inequalities 
of income and wealth, the damage that it causes, 
its persistence over time and of the difficulty of 
doing anything fundamental to change it. This 
account is drawn mainly from the Global North 
experience. But while it is easy to be fatalistic, 
there still are positive decisions that can be made 
about income and wealth redistribution, at least 
given sympathetic politics. The public sector can 
also take a role in planning, regulation of the built 
environment and service provision, which has the 
possibility of at least of ameliorating inequali-
ties between neighbourhoods. Local communi-
ties, even disadvantaged ones, can also some-
times organise to defend their own neighbour-
hood interests. So, given the subject of this book, 
what knowledge about segregation can be carried 
forward into the context of fast developing cities 
in Africa and Asia? 

Unfortunately, it is difficult to muster a great 
deal of optimism. Almost all the signs point 
to socio-spatial segregation in the Global South 
being more extreme, more damaging in terms of 
‘opportunity structures’, and even less likely to be 
countered by public policy. Considering, first, the 
urban economic conditions under which segrega-
tion develops, the countries in the SHLC study are 
far more unequal in terms of income and wealth 
than the Global North countries where the study of 
segregation has a history of more than 120 years. 
Importantly, they are also developing in a quite 
different economic era. While industrialism and 
colonialism in the north widened the income and 
wealth span, in the twentieth century they also 
offered a range of economic opportunities in the 
middle range (skilled manual jobs) that helped
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build a society of ‘affluent workers’. In turn, these 
workers were able to exert strong political power 
that helped to shape welfare states. Welfare insti-
tutions have in recent decades been under polit-
ical attack, and the labour market in the north has 
become more polarised but a considerable legacy 
of welfare remains in key fields such as educa-
tion, health, and social security. But cities in devel-
oping countries are bypassing the industrial stage, 
or seeing it pass quickly as in China, and moving 
straight into service economies that require resi-
dents to have formal credentials to get the few high 
paid jobs. While this helps to create a new, small 
middle class, this kind of economy leaves behind 
employees in manufacturing (outsourced from the 
developed world), which now requires less and 
mainly unskilled labour, as well as those in low-
paid personal services jobs and a very large the 
informal economy (Randolph and Storper 2023). 
In many developing country cities there is also 
the phenomenon of jobless growth (e.g. Tejani 
2016). Prompted by low and falling living stan-
dards in rural areas, often as a consequence of 
conflict and climate change, migrants move to 
cities but without even insecure low paid employ-
ment to go to. All this means that the raw mate-
rial of segregation, i.e. the divisions of income 
and wealth, is particularly stark, and many citi-
zens lack economic value and therefore political 
clout. 

Then there is the question of the urban fabric 
within which neighbourhoods develop. Many 
cities in Africa and Asia suffer spatial legacies 
where colonial planning has scripted a pattern 
of differential neighbourhood social status, even 
if urban growth has gone far beyond colonial-
era boundaries. But it is sprawl and peripherality 
that characterise a great deal of current devel-
opment, especially in Africa, and give rise to 
huge, predominately poor neighbourhoods which, 
lacking any reasonable transport infrastructure, 
are disconnected from the jobs that exist in the 
more affluent areas and in city centres (e.g. Bloch 
2018). Many of these impoverished areas also 
have few regularised streets where more formal 
economic activity can coalesce. So poor neigh-
bourhoods form that are spatially distanced from 
economic activity. 

The physical conditions of neighbourhoods 
in developing countries also show huge dispar-
ities between social groups, as evidence in this 
book shows. The better off live in neighbour-
hoods that have been planned, at least to some 
degree, and are well ordered and serviced with 
utilities. In contrast, poor neighbourhoods often 
emerge incrementally on unused land and are 
wholly informal and self-constructed, and most 
are still waiting for a full complement of utili-
ties. Therefore, the wide social distance between 
neighbourhoods is matched by enormous dispari-
ties in housing quality, sanitation and energy avail-
ability that are much greater than those in the 
Global North, even the north of 100 years ago. 

The role of government in the Global North 
has been important in shaping neighbourhood 
segregation and the quality of neighbourhoods 
at different points on the socio-economic spec-
trum. Although there are many critics of the state, 
including by those who point to the state doing the 
work of capital in shaping cities for the benefit of 
more affluent people, governments at least retain 
some capacity to plan residential areas and to regu-
late construction activity and environmental stan-
dards. As discussed, some maintain an interest 
in segregation and have policies to counter it, 
albeit weak ones. It helps that nearly all resi-
dents have some enforceable rights of occupancy. 
However, urban policy in many developing coun-
tries, including some included in this study, is 
severely lacking. UN-Habitat submits that that 
many governments in developing countries lack 
the data and the professional skills to develop 
urban policies, and the knowledge and resources 
to effectively implement them (UN-Habitat 2022). 

It does not help that the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals, and specifically 
Goal 11 which is about ‘making cities and human 
settlements safe, resilient and sustainable’ (United 
Nations 2015), have absolutely no concern about 
socio-spatial inequality, even though it poses a 
clear challenge to sustainability in all of its forms. 
Even more surprisingly is the same silence within 
the New Urban Agenda (NUA), which is UN-
Habitat’s declaration on ‘sustainable cities and 
human settlements for all’ (UN-Habitat 2017: 2).
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The NUA calls on UN member countries to read-
dress the ways in which cities are planned and 
managed and this has prompted a wide interest in 
urban policy (Kintrea and Baffoe, forthcoming) 
but there is no encouragement at all to use urban 
policy to challenge socio-spatial inequalities. 

In order to defend their interests, residents 
of disadvantaged areas require a certain level of 
rights. However, in developing countries universal 
land registration systems rarely prevail and secu-
rity of tenure, especially in self-built neighbour-
hoods, is often absent. A significant strand of the 
evidence focuses on urban policy that is punitive 
towards the poor. The precarity of property rights 
and sometimes of citizenship rights, and the lack 
of capacities to be involved in the formal economy, 
accentuates the vulnerability of residents in disad-
vantaged areas. So, in very many documented 
cases, rather than being a force for integration, 
urban policy involves dispossession in the poorest 
areas and relocation to ever more marginal sites 
(e.g. Doshi 2015; Ortega  2020). 

The commentary above suggests that problem 
of socio-spatial segregation in developing coun-
ties will share characteristics with the Global 
North but is likely to be even more problematic in 
terms of the wide social distance between the rich 
and the poor and its impact on residents. But even 
if some fundamentals are similar, an important 
question concerns whether the nature of socio-
spatial segregation in some respects or in some 
places is emerging in fundamentally different 
forms compared to the Global North. 

Increasingly, writers are suggesting that the 
idea that the socio-spatial structure of cities can 
be read off from the Global North model or 
from universal theories of global cities should be 
rejected (Robinson 2016). Relatedly, Schmid et al. 
claim evidence exists for a ‘multitude of urban 
forms in a variety of contexts’ (2018: 22) and 
argue that cities no longer constitute ‘units that can 
be delimited in a clear and easy way, but are highly 
dynamic, multifaceted and complex’ (2018: 31), 
a situation that arises from multi-dimensional and 
somewhat unpredictable urbanisation processes. 
They also stress that key concepts in urban studies, 
such as gentrification, suburbanisation and even 

informality as applied to settlements in devel-
oping countries, are essentially rooted in western 
experiences. 

Researchers are beginning to respond to these 
kinds of ideas in tandem with a desire to decolo-
nialise urban research, to take three recent exam-
ples. In Metro Manila, Garrido (2021) finds that 
informal settlements are interspersed throughout 
the conurbation, with multiple locations in each 
administrative area leading to the inevitable colli-
sion of areas of strongly contrasting social status. 
The equivalent of the ‘Gold Coast and the slum’ 
are not in separate zones but in close proximity. 
In Manila, this all significantly driven by the 
competition for space. Rather than the social and 
economic isolation of the poor, he suggests there 
is considerable interaction, even if it is unequal 
between classes. If this tendency is widespread 
beyond the Philippines, it tends to suggest that the 
impacts of segregation, including the social isola-
tion and the limited opportunity structures that 
have fuelled the concept of and the evidence on 
neighbourhood effects in the Global North (espe-
cially the USA) may be somewhat less in devel-
oping country cities, even if the housing opportu-
nities, physical conditions and sanitation in many 
poor neighbourhoods may be objectively much 
worse than their equivalents in the north. 

Similar observations have been made in the 
context of Latin American cities where urban 
fragmentation has been developed as a key idea, 
sitting alongside residential segregation and terri-
torial inequality to explain divisions within cities 
(Santiago et al. 2022). Fragmentation, they argue, 
has been enabled by the development of an urban-
isation model that is driven, on one hand, by a 
lack of regulation and therefore the flexible use 
of land, and on the other by the development 
of what they call ‘satellite-auto contained units’ 
such as gated communities and shopping centres, 
which are products of a neo-liberal development 
process. It has also been aided by the breakdown 
in the clear distinction between the ex-colonial 
planned centres and the unplanned peripheries as 
the housing market have become more vital and 
complex. 

A third example of research that stresses 
new forms of socio-spatial structure is Meth
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et al.’s (2021) work on mainly residential African 
urban peripheries. While peripheries have a set 
of common characteristics, including distance 
to central cores and labour markets, and rela-
tively cheap land, on the basis of the emerging 
literature and their own research, they find very 
great diversity in terms of wealth and poverty, 
connectivity, and economic dynamism. They 
propose five ‘logics’ of urbanisation that produce 
different archetypes of peripherality, which essen-
tially concern the main drivers of urbanisation, 
including speculators, self-builders and the state. 

These examples all have in common an 
emphasis on explanations for urban form and 
socio-spatial structures that lie with diverse emer-
gent processes of urbanisation. These are substan-
tially contingent on locally-shaped competitions 
for living space and for development profits, leav-
ened or encouraged by the role of the state, 
albeit competitions that are substantially more 
multifaceted and complex than the divisions that 
emerged in Global North cities amid industriali-
sation. But so far it is not so clear to what extent 
they cut across the fundamentals of class, race, 
and power that have generated segregation since 
the inception of cities. 

2.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has situated socio-spatial divisions 
in cities historically, and in the well-researched 
context of Global North, mainly western, urban 
studies. It has set out that they largely originate 
from economic divisions between people, divi-
sions that continue to widen in many contexts, 
and which are translated into spatial segregation 
by the competition for urban land and housing, 
sometimes mediated by the role of the state. It has 
argued that such divisions are pervasive, mainly 
harmful to poor residents but also to society as a 
whole but at the same time difficult to change even 
when public policy is sympathetic. With respect 
to developing countries, extensive existing knowl-
edge of the extent of poverty and the weakness 
of public policy in mitigating housing and living 
conditions, suggests that the extent and negative 

impact of socio-spatial segregation is more exag-
gerated even than the Global North. New epis-
temologies and methodologies in urban research 
are emerging that challenge western understand-
ings and some appear to show that urban forms 
in developing countries are more variegated than 
those provided by existing accounts, however 
socio-spatial segregation is not often at the centre 
of these new enquiries. The empirical chapters 
in this book, each focussed on a different city, 
provide new data on emerging segregation to add 
to this debate about twenty-first century urban 
forms. 
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Abstract 

This chapter continues the discussion about 
urban inequality and provides further context 
for the case study chapters. It looks at 
neighbourhood development and socio-spatial 
inequalities and the trend and style of urban-
isation in the case study countries. It then 
discusses neighbourhood typology and its 
implication for socio-spatial inequalities. Fast 
urban expansion and sprawl in Asia and Africa 
is resulting in new patterns of inequality and 
informality. Neighbourhood differentiation is 
an important indicator of urban inequality, 
especially spatial inequality. There are huge 
differences between rich and poor neighbour-
hoods in relation to income levels of residents, 
family wealth, housing condition, as well as 
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general living environment and access to public 
services. In all cities, the most striking spatial 
differences exist between slum settlements and 
new middle-class areas. 

Keywords 

Urbanisation · Urban development ·
Neighbourhood inequality · Spatial 
inequality · Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 introduced what we know about urban 
socio-spatial segregation from the Global North 
literature, and explored briefly how urban inequal-
ities might be different in developing countries. 
It pointed out that a necessary starting point 
for any consideration of socio-spatial inequal-
ities must be the existence and persistence of 
inequalities between groups in the population 
within particular societies, particularly in terms 
of income and wealth. Citing Goodman (1988), 
Nijman and Wei point out ‘that income inequality 
had been increasingly exacerbated by inequality 
in wealth, especially the appreciation of prop-
erty values’ (Nijman and Wei 2020). They high-
light the problems of rising housing prices and 
housing unaffordability as issues which have
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become global challenges. Housing costs and 
markets are intertwined with urban inequality 
in multiple ways. The segregation of housing 
markets and the problem of housing affordability 
are widely regarded as drivers of urban inequality 
(see Baker et al. 2016; Wei and Ewing 2018). 
In developing countries, housing conditions in 
different types of neighbourhoods are a direct 
reflection of income and wealth inequality among 
residents. This chapter continues the discussion 
of urban inequality, especially neighbourhood and 
spatial inequality, with a close focus on the case 
study countries and cities covered by the Sustain-
able Healthy Learning Cities (SHLC) project. 
The chapter aims to explore neighbourhoods and 
socio-spatial inequalities, trends in urbanisation 
globally, and diverse urbanisation processes that 
shape urban and spatial inequalities. 

This chapter begins by examining the pivotal 
role of neighbourhood development in influencing 
socio-spatial inequalities. This will be followed 
by an outline of the general trends of urban-
isation and different styles of urban develop-
ment in the SHLC case countries. The chapter 
then discusses the importance of urban neigh-
bourhoods in understanding cities in the Global 
South, and neighbourhood differentiation and 
spatial division in Africa and Asia. The impor-
tant differences between traditional and new urban 
neighbourhoods, planned and unplanned (sponta-
neously developed) neighbourhoods, formal and 
informal neighbourhoods, as well as regulated 
and unregulated settlements are highlighted in the 
context of inequality. The final section concludes 
the chapter by summarising key insights and 
proposing directions for future research and 
policy. 

3.2 Neighbourhood 
and Socio-Spatial Inequality 

To define the concept of neighbourhood in 
one city is a challenge; to define a commonly 
accepted urban neighbourhood concept for several 
different countries is even more difficult. Neigh-
bourhoods in the central historical area of a 

city, for example, are always very different from 
suburban housing estate areas; neighbourhoods 
created under different geographical, political, 
and economic conditions vary in size, architec-
tural and construction style, and the social and 
economic profile of residents. Popular neighbour-
hood typologies tend to follow subjective, admin-
istrative, and physical attributes of neighbour-
hoods (Hopkins 2016). For instance, drawing on 
census data, Jackson-Smith et al. (2016) created 
typologies that share unique characteristics with 
the immediate natural environment, built environ-
ment, and social structures. Similarly, Lynge et al. 
(2022) used census data to develop typologies 
that reflect the socio-economic and environmental 
conditions in South Africa. 

Factors such as inner-city proximity, race 
and ethnicity, employment and income level, 
service provision, housing types, and availability 
of natural resources, therefore, go a long way to 
define a particular neighbourhood. These factors 
also define the life chances of residents (Atkinson 
and Kintrea 2004; Department of Health and 
Human Services [HHS], Washington, USA 2021), 
and the existence of ‘neighbourhood effects’ has 
been studied extensively by scholars in the Global 
North (see van  Ham et al.  2012). More recently, 
the neighbourhoods where people live have been 
observed to play a major role in how they expe-
rienced and coped with the Covid-19 pandemic, 
with affluent neighbourhoods doing better as 
compared to their poor counterparts (see Lynge 
et al. 2022). But how different neighbourhood 
types play out in shaping socio-economic inequal-
ities, particularly in the Global South, continues 
to remain a subject of investigation in the field 
of urban studies (Lynge et al. 2022; Baffoe  2019; 
Baffoe et al. 2020). 

Neighbourhoods can be broadly categorised 
into several types based on their socio-economic 
characteristics, planning history, and access to 
urban amenities. Understanding these typologies 
is essential for grasping the underlying dynamics 
of inequality within cities. The factors that shape 
socio-spatial inequalities in neighbourhoods are 
as follows:
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• Socio-Economic Dynamics: Socio-economic 
characteristics, such as income levels and 
employment types, significantly impact neigh-
bourhood quality and residents’ life chances 
(Mouratidis 2020; Nutakor et al. 2023). In 
many cities in the Global South, informal 
economies play a critical role in shaping neigh-
bourhood dynamics. Informal settlements, 
often characterised by poor infrastructure and 
lack of services, are home to large segments of 
the urban poor (Lombard 2014; Campos et al. 
2022). These areas contrast sharply with gated 
luxury communities, which offer high-quality 
amenities and security but contribute to social 
segregation (Manzi and Smith-Bowers 2005).

• Environmental and Spatial Factors: Access 
to natural resources and environmental condi-
tions also contribute to socio-spatial inequali-
ties. For instance, neighbourhoods with better 
access to green spaces and clean water 
often attract wealthier residents, while poorer 
communities are left in areas prone to flooding 
or pollution (Kruize et al. 2019). Spatial 
segregation and connectivity within cities 
further exacerbate these inequalities. Poorly 
connected neighbourhoods limit residents’ 
access to employment opportunities, educa-
tion, and health care services, reinforcing 
cycles of poverty (Cerf 2023).

• Health and Education: Health and educa-
tional services are unevenly distributed across 
different neighbourhood types, leading to 
significant disparities in residents’ well-being 
and life opportunities (Zajacova and Lawrence 
2018). Affluent neighbourhoods typically have 
better access to high-quality health care 
and education, while poorer areas struggle 
with under-resourced schools and clinics. The 
Covid-19 pandemic, for instance, highlighted 
these disparities, as affluent neighbourhoods 
could better cope with lockdowns and health 
care demands compared to their poorer coun-
terparts (Shadmi et al. 2020; Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD 2020). 

3.3 Trends in Urbanisation 
and Urban Growth 

The rapid pace of urbanisation and the shift of 
people from rural to urban areas has been a driving 
force for development and inequality in recent 
years. According to UN-Habitat, 47% of the 
world’s population (2.86 out of 6.07 billion) lived 
in urban areas in 2000. By 2020, this had increased 
to 56.2%. Of the 4.4 billion urban population in the 
world, 77.1% lived in the less developed regions 
(13.4% in Africa and 53.9% in Asia). UN-Habitat 
also projected that the world’s urban population 
would reach 5.56 billion (62%) by 2035 with 
some regional variations (UN-Habitat 2022). In 
the Global North, urbanisation in the past used to 
go hand in hand with industrialisation, and major 
world industrial powers had high levels of urbani-
sation, but this relationship between urbanisation 
and industrialisation has become weak recently 
(Voumik and Sultana 2022; Fox and Goodfellow 
2022). The rapid pace of urbanisation is happening 
in regions without major industrial development 
(Randolph and Storper 2023). Consequently, in 
much of Africa and Asia, there is a disconnect 
between urbanisation and economic development 
(Kundu 2020). 

Table 3.1 shows urban population and rate 
of change in the world and SHLC case coun-
tries, while Table 3.2 takes a closer look at the 
percentage of population living in urban areas 
and the rate of change in the world and in the 
SHLC case countries. As shown in Table 3.1 there 
are marked differences in the size and propor-
tion of the urban population among different 
groups of countries and the case study countries 
included in this book. Between 2015 and 2020, the 
urban population in the more developed regions 
increased by around 0.5% every year; in the less 
developed regions, it grew by over 2.3% every 
year (UN-Habitat 2022).

All of the SHLC case study countries show 
some degree of rapid urban population growth 
in comparison with the more developed countries 
and regions. Between 2015 and 2020, Tanzania
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Table 3.1 Urban population and rate of change in the world and SHLC case countries 

Region, 
country 

Urban population at mid-year, 2015–2035 (thousands) Average annual rate of change of the urban 
population, 2015–2035 (in %) 

2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2015–2020 2020–2025 2025–2030 2030–2035 

World 3,981,498 4,378,994 4,774,646 5,167,258 5,555,833 1.90 1.73 1.58 1.45 

More 
developed 
regions 

979,089 1,003,640 1,027,097 1,049,699 1,070,804 0.50 0.46 0.44 0.40 

Less 
developed 
regions 

3,002,409 3,375,354 3,747,549 4,117,558 4,485,029 2.34 2.09 1.88 1.71 

Africa 491,531 587,738 698,149 824,014 966,330 3.58 3.44 3.32 3.19 

South 
Africa 

35,844 39,551 43,113 46,457 49,631 1.97 1.72 1.49 1.32 

Tanzania 17,035 22,113 28,245 35,529 44,001 5.22 4.89 4.59 4.28 

Rwanda 1977 2281 2660 3144 3769 2.86 3.07 3.34 3.63 

Asia 2,119,873 2,361,464 2,589,655 2,802,262 2,998,511 2.16 1.84 1.58 1.35 

China 775,353 875,076 956,554 1,017,847 1,059,619 2.42 1.78 1.24 0.80 

Philippines 47,078 52,009 57,606 63,844 70,692 1.99 2.04 2.06 2.04 

India 429,069 483,099 542,743 607,342 675,456 2.37 2.33 2.25 2.13 

Bangladesh 55,305 64,815 74,838 84,689 93,958 3.17 2.88 2.47 2.08 

Source UN-Habitat (2022) 

Table 3.2 Urban population size and rate of change in the world and SHLC case countries (2022) 

Region, 
country 

Percentage of population at mid-year residing in 
urban 
areas, 2015–2035 

Average annual rate of change of the percentage 
urban, 2015–2035 (in %) 

2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2015–2020 2020–2025 2025–2030 2030–2035 

World 53.9 56.2 58.3 60.4 62.5 0.82 0.75 0.71 0.67 

More 
developed 
region 

78.1 79.1 80.2 81.4 82.7 0.24 0.27 0.30 0.32 

Less 
developed 
regions 

49.0 51.7 54.3 56.7 59.0 1.09 0.97 0.88 0.80 

Africa 41.2 43.5 45.9 48.4 50.9 1.09 1.08 1.06 1.04 

South 
Africa 

64.8 67.4 69.8 72.1 74.2 0.76 0.71 0.65 0.59 

Tanzania 31.6 35.2 38.9 42.4 45.9 2.16 1.96 1.76 1.56 

Rwanda 17.0 17.4 18.3 19.6 21.5 0.50 0.96 1.40 1.82 

Asia 48.0 51.1 54.0 56.7 59.2 1.26 1.10 0.98 0.88 

China 55.5 61.4 66.5 70.6 73.9 2.03 1.58 1.21 0.91 

Philippines 46.3 47.4 49.0 50.9 53.3 0.48 0.64 0.79 0.91 

India 32.8 34.9 37.4 40.1 43.2 1.27 1.36 1.42 1.46 

Bangladesh 34.3 38.2 42.0 45.6 49.0 2.14 1.90 1.67 1.44 

Source UN-Habitat (2022) (World Cities Report)
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and Bangladesh had the highest annual growth 
rates of 5.2% and 3.2%, respectively (UN-Habitat 
2022). As shown in Table 3.2, in terms of the size 
and rate of change of the urban population, South 
Africa is the most urbanised country with 67.4% 
of people living in urban areas in 2020, followed 
by China at 61.4%. Apart from the Philippines 
(47.4% urban), the other four SHLC countries all 
have a relatively low proportion of urban popu-
lation. Less than 18% of people in Rwanda live 
in urban areas. India, now the largest country in 
the world in terms of population, has a relatively 
lower percentage of urban population (34.9%) 
(Table 3.2; UN-Habitat 2022). These low levels 
of urbanisation make Africa and Asia the focal 
regions for future world urban development and 
expansion (World Bank 2023). Kundu et al. (2022) 
analysed the trend of global urbanisation. They 
found that Asia and Africa are indeed poised to 
be the epicentres of urbanisation, without a corre-
sponding increase in their income levels. Much of 
the future urban growth will be concentrated in 
countries with very low urbanisation and income 
levels and poor infrastructural bases. In Asia, 
urbanisation is fuelled by a combination of factors 
such as rural–urban migration, in situ urbanisa-
tion, and enlargement of urban areas, while in 
Africa high fertility rates are driving urbanisa-
tion. Moreover, the two least urbanised regions 
in these two continents, that is, Eastern Africa 
and Southern Asia, are expected to experience the 
highest urban growth and rural–urban transition 
in the next three decades (Kundu et al. 2022). 

The large Asian and African cities included 
in the SHLC study have experienced contin-
uous and large-scale population growth. They 
received more migrants and experienced faster 
economic transformation. Delhi, for example, saw 
its population increase by 3.4 million to 16.3 
million between 2001 and 2011, a 2.4% increase 
per annum; the city had experienced an even 
faster annual population growth of 4.2% in the 
previous decade (Kundu et al. 2020). The popula-
tion in Cape Town increased from 2.6 million in 
1996 to an estimated 4 million in 2016, although 
the annual growth rate fell from 3.3% between 
2000 and 2010 to 1.5% since 2010 (Turok et al. 
2020a). In Johannesburg, the population growth 

has remained high since 1996, ranging between 
2.6 and 3.2% per annum in recent years, with the 
total population in 2020 at 5 million (Everatt et al. 
2020). Dar es Salaam, a city with approximately 
10% of the Tanzanian population, saw an increase 
from 4.4 million residents in 2012 to an estimated 
6 million (Msuya et al. 2020). 

Kundu et al. (2020) project that Asian urban-
isation, which has been top-heavy with popula-
tion concentration in big cities, will continue to 
be so even after the slowdown in urban growth 
in the region. By 2035, six of the ten most popu-
lated megacities of the world will be in Asia, and 
Delhi is projected to be the most populated urban 
agglomeration with 43.3 million people. Urban-
isation in Africa, currently with few megacities, 
will follow the Asian experience with a rise in the 
number and population of megacities. However, 
contrary to the Asian counterparts, most of the 
new megacities of the continent will be ‘places of 
consumption’ in place of ‘growth engines’ (Kundu 
et al. 2020). 

In the cities covered by the SHLC project, 
suburban sprawl and fragmented land develop-
ment and transformation have created new sub-
centres and industrial districts, as well as ribbon 
development of residential areas along major 
roads. The city of Chongqing, for example, has 
transformed from a regional industrial centre in 
inland China to a huge metropolitan area of 
national significance in a short period of 20 years. 
Its built-up area expanded more than five times so 
that almost all the developable flat ground around 
the city has been built on (SHLC China Team 
2020). Delhi’s population growth has also been 
accompanied by urban sprawl; its built-up area 
expanded by 65% in the two decades preceding 
2018 (Kundu et al. 2020). Kigali is another of the 
study cities that has seen a dramatic increase in 
its built-up area, from around 25 to 115 square 
kilometres in the last 30 years (Manirakiza et al. 
2020). 

Migration and population growth have also 
induced large-scale infill development, intensi-
fying land use in existing built-up areas, and loss 
of green spaces and waterbodies within cities. 
In Dhaka, for example, the population density 
increased from 14,000 per square kilometre in
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1991, to 28,900 in 2011 and 31,800 in 2015. 
Currently, 40% of the residential areas in the city 
have a density of over 99,000 people per square 
kilometre (Roy and Sowgat 2020). The city of 
Manila saw similar population density increases 
(Delos Reyes et al. 2020). In Africa, urban popula-
tion density is low in comparison with these Asian 
cities but densities are rising. In Johannesburg, 
density increased from 2055 to 3281 people per 
square kilometre between 2002 and 2017 (Turok 
et al. 2020a, b). Kigali’s new master plan aims 
to bring its overall population density up to 5198 
persons per square kilometre (Kigali City Council 
2020). 

3.4 Characteristics of Urban 
Development 

SHLC team members carried out comparative 
fieldwork in the case study cities and examined the 
ongoing process of urbanisation. The study found 
very different ways of urban development, despite 
the similar trends of urbanisation outlined above. 
Johannesburg and Cape Town in South Africa, 
for example, show very serious social and spatial 
inequality as a result of early apartheid poli-
cies and race segregation. The rich and middle-
class white population enjoy a European and US 
style of suburban neighbourhoods (Mace 2018). 
Large houses hide away in gardens covered by 
mature trees; modern and expensive apartments 
enjoy high standards of amenities, infrastructure, 
and transport and road networks. New and well-
designed expensive housing estates sit side by 
side with professional office blocks and shop-
ping malls. New mixed-race middle-class neigh-
bourhoods fill the gaps between the black town-
ships and the rich districts. Small-scale house 
upgrading and redevelopment have happened in 
existing black and coloured townships such as 
Delft in Cape Town and Soweto in Johannesburg. 

There are also areas experiencing serious 
decline. In Johannesburg’s city centre, many white 
residents have moved out, but the poor cannot 
afford the rent and prices. Some high-rise housing 
and office blocks have become empty, aban-
doned, and taken over by criminal cartels. Illegal 

activities and crimes have made the city centre 
a major problematic and unsafe area to live 
in or visit. In some older white working-class 
districts, unemployment has resulted in poverty 
and neighbourhood deterioration. Overall, the 
post-apartheid economic and social progress and 
resorting of the urban population has blurred the 
white and coloured division only a bit; they have 
not fundamentally changed the racial segrega-
tion and spatial division and inequality created 
by apartheid. One of the dominant and striking 
features of recent urbanisation in South Africa 
is the rapid expansion of informal settlements 
in major cities (Turok and Borel-Saladin 2014). 
The post-apartheid government sought to ensure 
every citizen had a safe place to live in, but 
the system was unable to cope with the large 
volumes of migrants (from rural areas and neigh-
bouring countries), which resulted in many organ-
ised and simultaneous informal squatter settle-
ments on marginal areas, natural reserves, and 
other publicly owned land. Covid-19 lockdowns 
made the situation even worse. Sheds made of 
metal sheets and wood board can be found in 
their thousands along riverbanks, motorways, and 
public parks (Fig. 3.1). In Cape Town, it was 
estimated that about 20% of the population live 
in these types of shelter. These informal settle-
ments (they were not referred to as slums in the 
country), lacking major public facilities including 
water and electricity, will be a major challenge to 
planners and policymakers in the future (Nassar 
and Elsayed 2018; Satterthwaite et al. 2020).

Tanzanian cities show a very different picture 
of urbanisation from South Africa. Rapid 
economic growth and international trade has 
attracted many people to Dar es Salaam and the 
new national capital, Dodoma. There is large-
scale house rebuilding in the central business 
districts; traditional houses built under the influ-
ence of Arabs and Middle Eastern migrants were 
either rebuilt or expanded for more floor space. 
There are also large-scale slum neighbourhoods 
along the riverbanks or other marginal areas. 
Together with the urban villages, they provide 
low-income housing for the urban poor. These, 
however, are not the main features of urbanisa-
tion in the country. Population movement, cheap
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Fig. 3.1 Informal settlement (‘A Covid-19 Settlement’) in Cape Town. Note These types of informal settlements emerged 
during and post the COVID-19 pandemic. Photo by Ya Ping Wang

land prices, and a very flexible and minimal plan-
ning and building regulation system have enabled 
large-scale urban expansion and sprawl in the 
two cities (Fig. 3.2). Huge areas of rural land 
were designated as new urban districts for resi-
dential development; current landowners divided 
their land into small plots and sold them to indi-
viduals coming from the city centre or elsewhere 
to build their own homes. Apart from major roads 
between districts which were paved, there is no 
road surfacing inside these development areas. 
Water pipes and electricity can reach each indi-
vidual plot; but there are no sewage or drainage 
systems. As these houses are organised and indi-
vidually built, there is no standard design or neigh-
bourhood similarity as is often found in commer-
cially developed estates; some houses are big and 
others are very small; some homes are very fancy, 
while others are very basic; some houses have 
been completed and occupied by their owners for 
several years, other plots are still empty. In Dar es 
Salaam, two new urban districts were created to 
accommodate such expansion. This type of urban 
development is not found only in Tanzania; it is 
very popular in other eastern and central African 
countries such as Rwanda. The huge size of these 
emerging middle-class areas has made them a 

major characteristic of central and eastern African 
urbanisation and they form a sharp contrast to the 
large-scale expansion of informal settlements in 
South Africa.

Urban development in South Asia shares some 
similarities with Africa, including private owner-
ship of land, small plot and family organised 
construction, a few large and commercially built 
housing estates, and very basic planning and regu-
lations resulting in various degrees of informality. 
There are also very important differences between 
them. African urban development is characterised 
by low-rise and horizontal expansion and sprawl 
with individual family houses at very low density 
(including the informal areas as shown in Cape 
Town), often detached. In contrast, in Asia (apart 
from China and Chinese communities located in 
other eastern Asia countries), new urban develop-
ment is dominated by the construction of apart-
ment buildings of up to 10 storeys. Dhaka and 
Khulna in Bangladesh, for example, which bene-
fited from recent rapid economic development, 
experienced very fast suburban expansion and 
inner area redevelopment. Urban development 
here is characterised by sub-division of family-
owned land into plots in cities and suburban areas 
and the construction of residential buildings of
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Fig. 3.2 Private plot-based self-built urban expansion in Dodoma, Tanzania. Photo by Ya Ping Wang

Fig. 3.3 Selective housing redevelopment in Dhaka City. Photo by Ya Ping Wang 

multi-storey apartments organised by either the 
original landlord (alone or in collaboration with 
a small developer), or small housing coopera-
tion. If plot owners can accumulate enough funds 
to rebuild their traditional houses into modern 
apartment buildings, they will do it themselves 
and rent out the extra apartments and/or rooms 
to others to make a living. If they cannot afford 
to rebuild, they work with a developer, with 
the latter providing the funds and expertise for 
construction. The finished buildings will be shared 
between them according to an agreed percentage. 
For younger middle-class families without land 

of their own, they often work together as a small 
housing cooperative. They pool resources together 
to buy a plot in the city or the suburban areas 
and construct a multi-storey residential building. 
When completed, each participating family is allo-
cated one flat. The extra apartments are either 
rented out to generate an income for the coopera-
tive or sold to other families in similar conditions 
who will become members of the cooperative 
(Fig. 3.3). 

Urban development in China exhibits many 
differences from other case study countries. Apart 
from the simultaneous development of the urban
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Fig. 3.4 Garden and apartment buildings in a large commercial housing estate in Datong, China. Photo by Ya Ping 
Wang 

villages, much of the recent city expansion in 
China was professionally planned and designed. 
Industries were grouped into large development 
zones, and residential areas were constructed into 
various commercial and social housing estates. 
While urbanisation is driven by rural to urban 
migration, urban development normally starts 
with the government (through politicians and 
planners) and property developers. The govern-
ment acquires land from farmers and sells land 
use rights (for a fixed period) to commercial devel-
opers. Housing estates were planned without the 
involvement of the people, with properties being 
normally sold to individuals or institutions before 
construction started in order to secure funding 
from future residents. Home buyers normally pay 
the developer in instalments (one-third at the 
beginning of the construction, one-third when 
the building structure is completed, and one-third 
before moving in) (Fig. 3.4). Similar processes 
were followed for displacement and relocation 
housing schemes. This is very different from the 
other countries, as discussed above, where people 
occupied land before major development and were 
involved closely in the construction process. 

3.5 Neighourhood Typology 
and Inequality 

The SHLC project aimed to study the internal 
socio-economic and residential structure of these 
cities. Preliminary investigation identified some 
different types of residential areas in cities, such 
as a traditional/historic town (normally the city 
centre area), colonial settlement areas, post-war 
public housing areas, sites- and-services devel-
opment project areas, areas of urban upgrading, 
recent commercial housing estates, gated luxury 
home communities, urban villages, and informal 
settlements. Research teams in each city were 
encouraged to be innovative in defining and iden-
tifying neighbourhoods, drawing on local phys-
ical and geographical features, road structures, 
historical style of development and expansion of 
the city, government/administrative division and 
governance, health and educational provision and 
catchment areas, etc. Reflecting on the cultural 
and local differences between the case study coun-
tries, the project teams adopted mixed and flex-
ible approaches in defining neighbourhoods. The 
approaches include:
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1. A systematic and statistical approach using 
cluster analysis and various indices to identify 
urban neighbourhoods, where research teams 
utilised highly disaggregated spatial data from 
the population census with variables covering 
a wide range of issues, including demographic, 
socio-economic, public services, housing, and 
other physical characteristics (for more details, 
see Lynge et al. 2022; SHLC Bangladesh 
2020). 

2. Administrative boundaries approach where 
cities have a local level management system) 
which were considered along with other 
geographical boundary features to identify 
neighbourhoods. 

3. Participatory mapping, where research teams 
conducted local fieldwork and interviews with 
officials and community workers to identify 
and map the neighbourhoods in cities. 

Neighbourhood typologies are identified below 
through the SHLC case studies. 

3.5.1 Planned, Unplanned 
and Mixed Neighbourhoods 

Rapid urban transformation and inadequate provi-
sion of affordable housing are causing spatial 
fragmentation in many cities. Unplanned settle-
ments have become a common phenomenon in 
many urban settings. The UN estimated that in 
2020, nearly 25% of the world’s urban population 
confined to such areas (UNDESA 2020). Contex-
tualising and understanding how such spatial 
growth patterns shape development dynamics 
remains a herculean task for city authorities, 
particularly in the developing world (Martinez 
et al. 2008). The SHLC study identified planned, 
unplanned, and mixed neighbourhoods based on 
their official designation. They were the domi-
nant neighbourhood types in Kigali and Huye, 
Rwanda. In Rwanda, such neighbourhoods are 
classified based on how they emerged. While 
a planned neighbourhood has a physical spatial 
plan, unplanned neighbourhoods do not. The latter 
is usually spontaneous in nature. Planned neigh-
bourhoods have both land leases and construction 

Table 3.3 Neighbourhood typology in Rwanda 

Planned (formal) Unplanned 
(informal) 

Mixed 
(semi-formal) 

Luxurious 
multi-storey 
houses 

Old high density Mixed 
planned-informal 

Private estate New high density Upgraded 
informal 

Modern villas Old low density Degraded formal 

Old fashion 
planned 

New low density 

Planned low-rise Suburbs (urban 
periphery) 

Source Jaganyi et al. (2020) 

permits. Unplanned neighbourhoods also have a 
land lease and pay land taxes; however, they do 
not conform to construction guidelines since they 
have no planning and building permits (Jaganyi 
et al. 2020). As such, they are commonly referred 
to as ‘informal’. The planned ones are classified 
as ‘formal’. Mixed neighbourhoods (semi-formal) 
are in between the formal and the informal and 
are largely unplanned areas that have been given 
a facelift by way of infrastructural upgrading 
(Jaganyi et al. 2020). In practice, these typologies 
are not homogenous, as they are sub-classified 
based on the structure. Table 3.3 depicts the 
categories. 

Planning and regulation are also important 
factors in neighbourhood differentiation. In Delhi, 
the team identified 10 neighbourhood types: urban 
villages; rural villages; resettlement and rehabil-
itation; slums; planned colonies; walled cities; 
unauthorised regularised colonies; and unautho-
rised colonies (NIUA SHLC Team 2020). The 
walled city is the oldest part of Delhi, and 
its morphology is traced back to the era of 
Mughal rulers. Slums in Delhi are classified as 
either notified or non-notified, with the former 
emanating from section 3 of the Slum Areas 
(Improvement and Clearance) Act, 1956 (NIUA 
SHLC Team 2020). Although they both have poor 
ventilation, sunlight, and infrastructure facilities, 
those that are notified have semi-permanent struc-
tures. Unauthorised neighbourhoods are neigh-
bourhoods that are situated on lands which are 
not included in the area Master Plan and are
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not zoned for residential purposes. Regularisa-
tion is a process by which a colony receives 
formal recognition. From time to time, the unau-
thorised colonies receive a facelift by way of 
regularisation. Resettlement colonies are those 
areas developed by the government to resettle 
evicted residents from the slums. Meanwhile, the 
rural villages exist within the boundary of the 
National Capital Territory of Delhi. These areas 
usually await notification to be classified as urban 
villages, and they are predominantly characterised 
by rural living lifestyles with mixed land-use 
patterns. Planned colonies are those built on lands 
earmarked in an area’s development master plan. 
Unlike the slums, authorised and non-authorised 
colonies, such areas have better housing and 
service provision, including open spaces, road 
connectivity, water and sanitation facilities, and 
parks (NIUA SHLC Team 2020). 

3.5.2 Rich and Poor 
Neighbourhoods 

Income remains a key indicator that differentiates 
spaces in urban areas. With rapid urbanisation, a 
growing labour market, and different consump-
tion patterns, cities have become places of self-
actualisation. However, the reality is always unde-
sirable. Growing income differences mean that 
spatial units are increasingly becoming unequal. 
The housing market is always designed to favour 
the rich. Affordable housing continues to be 
a dream that will never materialise for many 
urban residents in the developing world (Chan 
and Adabre 2019). While the rich move to 
the high-end neighbourhoods with all the latest 
facilities, the poor continue to live in poverty 
in slums, ghettos, and other low-income settle-
ments. Housing is, therefore, polarised along the 
line of socio-economic status. In Tanzania, for 
instance, income remains the dominant variable 
that differentiates one neighbourhood from the 
other. The team identified six neighbourhoods 
that are classified based on the income level of 
residents: (1) Low-Income Neighbourhoods; (2) 
Mixed Low- and Medium-Income Neighbour-
hoods; (3) Medium-Income Neighbourhoods; (4) 

Mixed High- and Medium-Income Neighbour-
hoods; (5) High-Income Neighbourhoods, and 
(6) Super High-Income Neighbourhoods (Msuya 
et al. 2020). Dar es Salam was found to have 
a large diverse income group distribution, with 
most of the people residing and falling within the 
medium- and mixed high- and medium-income 
groups (Msuya et al. 2020). The minority high-
income group, including diplomats, live in the 
best areas in the city, such as along the beach and 
islands. 

A similar typology is found in Manila and 
Batangas in the Philippines. Following socio-
economic, environmental, and physical attributes, 
the team identified diverse neighbourhoods that 
show the extent of social divisions in the city 
(SHLC Philippines 2020). The team identified 
23 neighbourhoods based largely on housing and 
income levels. The middle-income areas were 
found to be dominant in both cities. However, 
most of the people who happened to be from 
low-income households live in urban slums and 
other poorly serviced areas, port facilities, and 
marketplaces. Other interesting, but unantici-
pated typologies include cemeteries and movie 
houses in residential areas. While the higher-
income neighbourhoods are well-serviced areas, 
those of the lower-income are deprived, with 
rusting galvanised roofing, wooden structures, 
and dangerous and illegal electricity connec-
tions (SHLC Philippines 2020). Interestingly, 
although the conditions in low-income neigh-
bourhoods, including slums, are inhuman, resi-
dents have a strong sense of belonging and are 
unwilling to relocate. There are strong social 
ties among residents that play a major role in 
securing economic opportunities (SHLC Philip-
pines 2020). Social networking remains the major 
livelihood and resilience-building block for such 
neighbourhoods. 

Employing cluster analysis, the Bangladesh 
team observed that socio-demographic and envi-
ronmental characteristics, such as profession, reli-
gion, services accessibility, and housing are the 
key factors that differentiate residential areas 
in Dhaka and Khulna. Most unplanned neigh-
bourhoods were found to be mixed-use areas 
(SHLC Bangladesh 2020). Utilising a similar
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approach, the South African team identified 
10 neighbourhood types: informal settlements 
connected to electricity; informal settlements 
without electricity; institutional spaces; rented 
apartments or flats; predominantly whites living 
in larger houses; coloured and black Africans 
living in formal housing with backyards; coloured 
(Afrikaans-speaking); black Africans (isiXhosa) 
in planned settlements with backyard shacks; 
coloured (English speaking), middle-class; and 
black Africans (isiXhosa) living in planned settle-
ments. Race, dwelling type, and income emerged 
as the dominant differentiating variables (Turok 
et al. 2020b). 

3.5.3 Traditional and New 
Neighbourhoods 

With the advent of technology, residential 
areas are rapidly being developed, redeveloped, 
renewed, and retrofitted. This transformation 
continues to shape the urban landscape and 
the built environment in many contexts. Given 
income differences, however, mixed develop-
ment has become commonplace. Traditional or 
conventional housing types and modern develop-
ments coexist in many cities. As documented by 
Steuteville (2017) traditional neighbourhoods— 
built on historic neighbourhood concepts—started 
the new urbanism drive in the 1980s and 90s 
as alternatives to conventional master-planned 
communities. Such neighbourhoods act as labo-
ratories to test housing ideas by creating small 
communities and spatial units that overcome 
legal and institutional barriers to holistic devel-
opment. Today, many traditional neighbourhood 
developments are geared toward smaller infill 
projects, with occasional newly built neighbour-
hoods, particularly in areas where there is readily 
finance and a desire for large-scale transformation. 

Traditional and newly built neighbourhoods 
are common typologies in China. In Chonqing and 
Datong, the Chinese team identified four neigh-
bourhood types: (1) commercial housing commu-
nities; (2) affiliation-bonded residential commu-
nities (or work unit housing); (3) supportive 

housing; and (4) urban villages. Commercial 
housing in China is the product of housing 
market reform (SHLC China 2020). These are 
areas developed and sold to people by real 
estate developers for occupation. They form the 
larger share of new residential areas in Chinese 
cities. These neighbourhoods are further cate-
gorised into high-end and ordinary commer-
cial housing units. A movement from an ordi-
nary unit into a high-end unit is a key indi-
cator of social mobility in China (SHLC China 
2020). The affiliation-bonded neighbourhoods are 
special types of communities, where occupa-
tion is based on one’s affiliation with a rele-
vant institution. Many institutions have the power 
to develop residential housing units and lease 
them to employees according to their rank and 
length of service. Unlike other neighbourhood 
types, these residential units charge a nominal 
rate (both rent and purchase) that is lower than 
the market price, making it the better option for 
many workers (SHLC China 2020). The under-
lying motive behind the development of such 
neighbourhoods is to attract and retain top talent 
(SHLC China 2020). 

Supportive housing neighbourhoods are meant 
for less privileged and low-income households. 
They include public rental housing, low-rental 
housing, affordable housing, and a few limited-
price commercial apartments. The difference 
between this neighbourhood and the other two 
types is that supportive units are developed and 
maintained by government initiatives and finan-
cial funds. As such, they are social support prop-
erties and are usually affordable compared to 
the other types. Given their special nature, they 
are limited in number, particularly in Chongqing 
(SHLC China 2020). The urban village is a classic 
example of a traditional neighbourhood. In China, 
such residential areas are largely occupied by 
farmers who are transitioning to urban living. 
Importantly, they comprise simple housing and 
shed housing and they form a small proportion 
of the housing stock, particularly in Chongqing 
(SHLC China 2020). A key feature is that 
such neighbourhoods lack strict formal plan-
ning and spatial regulation; houses are randomly
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distributed, with poorly maintained structures, 
low disaster stability, poor lighting and ventila-
tion, and crowded occupation. As a way of integra-
tion, however, municipal governments in recent 
times have invested hugely to redevelop such 
neighbourhoods (SHLC China 2020). 

3.5.4 Urban Slums 

In developing countries, the existence of large 
areas of slum settlements is a major manifesta-
tion of spatial inequality and poverty. They form a 
sharp contrast to the well-designed colonial settle-
ments and the emerging middle-class colonies. 
Despite the major efforts made in poverty reduc-
tion during the first 15 years of the twenty-
first century under the UN Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs) programme, urban slums 
still house a significant proportion of the popu-
lation. The UN World Social Report 2020 esti-
mated that in 2016 urban slums were home to 
more than 1 billion people. ‘Slums—also known 
as bidonvilles, taudis, barrios marginales, tugu-
rios, favelas and many other names—are urban 
areas characterised by substandard housing, over-
crowding, unsanitary conditions, and lack of 
services’ (UN World Social Report 2020: 119). As 
suggested in this definition people living in slums 
suffer various forms of deprivations, including 
lack of access to improved water sources, lack 
of access to improved sanitation facilities, lack 
of sufficient living area, lack of housing dura-
bility, and lack of tenure security (UN World 
Social Report 2020: 119). Slum dwellers also 
often suffer from chronic hunger and die younger 
than other urban dwellers in the same city (UN-
Habitat 2006). Moreover, the unfavourable health 
and safety conditions found in slums affect 
women, children, and youth disproportionately. 
(UN World Social Report 2020). 

The SHLC project countries for which data 
is available have all seen a decline in the slum 
population between 2000 and 2020, and Tanzania, 
Rwanda, and Philippines all made very signifi-
cant progress, while the figure remains high for 
Bangladesh and India (Table 3.4). Overall, a large 

Table 3.4 Proportion of urban population living in slum 
households (%) in SHLC case countries 

Country 2000 2020 Reduction 

Philippines 50.0 36.3 13.7 

India 55.3 49.0 6.3 

Bangladesh 58.3 51.9 6.4 

Rwanda 71.4 38.3 33.1 

Tanzania 81.3 40.9 40.4 

South 
Africa 

27.6 24.2 3.4 

Source UN-Habitat (2022) 

proportion, from a quarter to half of the urban 
population still lives in slums and many new resi-
dential developments are informal and sponta-
neous. In Johannesburg, for example, by 2018, 
informal land use had grown to the equivalent of 
almost one-third of the entire built-up area (Wang 
and Kintrea 2021). As the case study chapters 
will show, most slums lack formal legal recogni-
tion; they are often disconnected from the infras-
tructural grids for drinking water, gas, electricity, 
and sanitation. Public services, including basic 
services such as refuse collection, health care, and 
education in these informal settlements either do 
not exist or are of very poor quality. In Manila, for 
example, children in some slum areas can only 
attend school on a part-time basis due to limited 
classroom space. Where there are services avail-
able, the private sector often plays a major role and 
the cost for residents tends to be high. These slums 
tend to be located at marginal places such as river-
banks, along railway lines, beaches, wastelands 
left over by industrial facilities, under bridges, and 
other environmentally hazardous places. Slums 
and informal housing areas are always poorly 
connected by paved roads and transport, further 
limiting their job and employment opportunities. 
More recent data is not available, but it is widely 
accepted that Covid-19 has made the situation 
worse. 

China does not officially recognise any slum 
settlements and there is no report of slum 
population. Rural to urban migrants were not 
given official urban citizenship; they were gener-
ally treated as the main low-income group in
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cities. Their residences are either found in urban 
villages or marginal land areas in temporary build-
ings not built for family housing purposes. The 
total number of migrants in China (defined as 
people who live in a place which is not theirs/ 
ordinary resident registration place) was around 
376 million, about 26.8% of the total population 
(National Statistics Bureau of China 2021). This 
is not a direct comparison with the slum popu-
lation in other countries, but it does reflect the 
scale of inequality in Chinese cities. In recent 
years, most cities have introduced policies to 
integrate the migrant population with the normal 
urban community. Most migrant workers’ living 
conditions are not comparable to those of estab-
lished urban residents, but most of them are not in 
poverty. 

3.6 Conclusion 

This chapter sought to explore neighbourhoods 
and socio-spatial inequalities, trends in urbanisa-
tion, and the diverse urban development processes 
that shape urban and spatial development. In terms 
of the future trend of urbanisation it is interesting 
to know that both Asia and Africa are expected 
to be the main regions experiencing rapid urban 
expansion. The speed and style of urban growth 
however will be very different in the two conti-
nents. Major cities in Asia will grow much larger 
than cities in Africa and will show a much higher 
land use intensity and population density. Urbani-
sation in Asia will have a closer relationship with 
industrialisation, while urbanisation in Africa on 
the other hand will be driven mainly by population 
growth and migration. 

This investigation identified very different 
ways of urbanisation. Cities in China bene-
fited from the strong government control and 
public ownership of land, and consist of many 
professionally planned, designed, financed high-
rise and high-density areas including various 
standard housing estates. Urban development in 
Bangladesh (and in India to some extent), driven 
by recent industrial development and migration, 
is dominated by small housing cooperatives and 

private housing renewal partnerships, and devel-
opment mainly occurs on privately owned city or 
suburban land. Small pieces of land and tradi-
tional private ownership dramatically increased 
the urban land use intensity and population density 
and compromised the general living environment 
and communication/transportation system. Cities 
in the Philippines came in between the Chinese 
and South Asia development models. In places 
where there is a concentration of population of 
Chinese origin, larger apartment buildings and 
sizeable expensive middle-class new estates were 
built. Other places showed a similar development 
pattern to that observed in South Asia. Urban-
isation in Africa follows very different routes. 
In South Africa, the emergence of large-scale 
informal settlements in its major cities made the 
government’s effort to build affordable housing 
for the poor insignificant; the large new informal 
settlements further magnified the racial differ-
ences and enhanced the spatial and racial inequal-
ities. In another model of urbanisation, in central 
Africa, countries like Tanzania and Rwanda, urban 
expansion is led mainly by family-based private 
housing development in new suburban neighbour-
hoods. 

In the World Cities Report 2016, UN-Habitat 
states that ‘the current urbanisation model is 
unsustainable in many respects, puts many 
people at risk, creates unnecessary costs, nega-
tively affects the environment, and is intrinsi-
cally unfair’ (UN-Habitat 2016: iv). Rapid urban 
expansion and sprawl in Asia and Africa have 
indeed resulted in new inequality and informality, 
which are demonstrated by the different types 
of neighbourhoods that were identified in the 
case study cities in this book. Living conditions 
and life quality vary substantially between the 
well-planned commercially constructed housing 
estates, gated or semi-gated communities for 
the rich, tenement and high-rise apartments for 
the middle-class and civil servants, and state-
supported low-income settlements for the poor. 
In some cities, informal settlements such as urban 
villages, displacement and relocation settlements, 
as well as various slum settlements also grew at a 
much faster speed than the planned areas. Neigh-
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bourhood differentiation is an important indicator 
of urban inequality, especially spatial inequality. 
This is characterised by huge differences between 
rich and poor neighbourhoods, in income levels 
of residents, family wealth, access to public and 
social services, as well as housing conditions and 
the general living environment. There are also 
differences in the level of attention from urban 
planners, government officials, and investors. In 
all cities, the most striking spatial differences and 
inequality exist between the slum settlements and 
new middle-class areas. 

At the micro level within each neighbourhood, 
there are significant inequalities between families 
and individuals. In most old and new neighbour-
hoods there is some degree of mixture of resi-
dence: rich families live side by side with the poor 
ones, and poor servant families live inside/or in the 
backyard of the large houses. Rich and poor areas 
are often superficially identifiable, but in reality 
there is no clear-cut distinction between them. In 
older areas of cities, there is more mixed living 
traditionally. In new areas, where land was bought 
individually and houses were built to various stan-
dards by each family. Many of the issues discussed 
in this chapter are relevant to the content of the 
case study chapters and will be explored further. 
The discussion here also helps to put these cases 
in a comparative framework. 
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4Urban Education and Neighbourhood 
Inequality 

Yulia Nesterova , Michael Osborne , 
and Michele Schweisfurth 

Abstract 

Education is viewed as a leveller of inequali-
ties and key to socio-economic development. 
Yet, education is riven with inequalities that 
perpetuate broader socio-economic inequali-
ties. Available research focuses on non-spatial 
markers of inequality (e.g. gender, minority 
status). Our study explores how participation in 
schooling and adult education differs between 
neighbourhoods of different socio-economic 
status. Using examples from the SHLC House-
hold Survey in Africa and Asia, and city-level 
reports with secondary data, we show that the 
general advantage of urban education masks 
different levels of access, participation, and 
quality between neighbourhoods. While our 
findings show a predictable trend of educa-
tional advantage in wealthier neighbourhoods, 
there are outliers, including poorer neighbour-
hoods with high levels of parental satisfaction 
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with schooling and high levels of participation 
in adult education. 
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4.1 Introduction 

Education is often hailed as a leveller of inequali-
ties and a ticket to a better life for individuals and 
to economic and social development for nations. 
However, education is itself riven with inequalities 
of opportunity. Personal characteristics including 
gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic status help 
determine educational access, experiences, and 
outcomes. So, too, does where we live. In this 
chapter, we explore some of the ways that 
spatial inequalities in general and neighbourhood 
inequalities in particular shape educational oppor-
tunity in cities in the Global South. Using illus-
trative examples from the Sustainable Healthy 
Learning Cities (SHLC) Household Survey across 
13 cities in Africa and Asia as well as city-level 
reports with secondary data compiled by our part-
ners, we show how participation in schooling and 
adult education differs between neighbourhoods 
of different socio-economic status.
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Putting the issue of spatial inequalities in 
education in a global context, the Education for 
All movement dates back to the 1990s when 
the inclusion of diverse groups of students in 
and their access to education became a dominant 
policy imperative. Key international agreements 
were forged and adopted, including the World 
Declaration on Education for All and Frame-
work for Action to Meet Basic Learning Needs 
by the World Conference on Education for All 
in Jomtien, Thailand in 1990 (UNESCO 1999). It 
found further expression in the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs 2000–2015) with targets on 
increased enrolment at the basic/primary level and 
on greater parity of enrolment between boys and 
girls (United Nations General Assembly 2000). 
The United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goal 4 (SDG 4—2015–2030) extends the scope 
of these intentions and aims to ensure quality and 
equity of education and learning for all (UNESCO 
2016). 

Improving equality of access to and quality of 
education is understood to promote a range of 
benefits. According to the International Panel on 
Social Progress (IPSP, Spiel et al. 2018), education 
has economic, civic, humanistic, and equalising 
purposes. In terms of human capital, education 
prepares people for better jobs and a more produc-
tive work life, and promotes economic growth 
and labour market diversification for nations. The 
civic purpose points to education’s role in devel-
oping local, national, and global citizenship, and 
fostering participation. The humanistic purpose 
celebrates the part that education plays in all 
forms of human flourishing, from spiritual growth 
to developing talents and appreciation for the 
arts. The equality dimension demonstrates how 
quality education can be a vehicle for justice and 
inclusion—or, where equality is lacking, injustice 
and exclusion. Above and beyond these instru-
mental aims, education is also a human right 
and primary level education should be free for 
all and compulsory (Article 26, UN Declaration 
of Human Rights). However, these purposes can 
only be met where education and its benefits are 
equally distributed. In reality, many learners are 
de facto excluded from the benefits of educa-
tion as even when they have access to schooling 

and attend, they are not able to cope up with 
the curriculum due to the gap between their 
own learning background and official expectations 
(Lewin 2011). 

Given the expectations attached to education 
and the consequences of limited access and poor 
outcomes, along with the investment in it as 
a global goal, it is not surprising that there 
is a vast literature surveying, analysing, and 
comparing educational inequalities. International 
organisations, including the World Bank and 
UNESCO (especially through its Global Educa-
tion Monitoring Report that publishes annual 
thematic reports), maintain statistical databases 
that monitor the progress of countries towards 
Education for All and SDG 4, disaggregated along 
different parameters of inequality. However, the 
available evidence focuses largely on non-spatial 
markers of inequality. The research that shapes 
and influences policy and practice as well as inter-
ventions to reduce inequalities and provide quality 
services focuses overwhelmingly on differences 
determined by group belonging. Gender, for 
example, has been a significant issue, given that 
girls’ participation in schooling has historically 
been lower than that of boys’ for economic 
and cultural reasons, and also given the partic-
ular benefits to girls in terms of empowerment, 
and to societies through, for example, female 
economic participation and smaller and healthier 
families (e.g. UNESCO 2018, 2019a, 2020a, 
2022). Other individual markers of disadvantage 
that affect education include ethnicity, class, reli-
gion, and migrant/refugee status (Nesterova 2023; 
UNESCO 2010, 2019b, b). When spatial inequali-
ties are foregrounded, it is usually on a large scale, 
where progress toward global education goals is 
compared by nation or region, or between the 
Global North and Global South (UNESCO 2010, 
2020b). It is rare to see sub-national units of anal-
ysis featuring in the discussion of inequalities, 
and the smaller the unit the less likely it is to be 
compared, generating a gap at the level of city and 
especially of neighbourhood. 

There is also substantial literature on the so-
called ‘urban advantage’ in education in relation 
to access and also outcomes. A sample of the 
evidence base shows that:
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• In a sample survey of 52 low- and middle-
income countries between 2010 and 2015 ‘5 
children in rural areas attended for every 10 
children in urban areas’ (UNESCO 2017: 144).

• Between 2010 and 2015, for every 100 adoles-
cents from urban areas who completed lower 
secondary, just 75 from rural areas did so 
(UNESCO 2017: 187).

• Average out-of-school rates stand at 16% in 
rural areas, and 8% in urban areas (UIS and 
UNICEF 2015 as cited in UNESCO 2015a: 8).

• In South and West Asia by the end of 2010 
89% of urban adolescent boys from the richest 
families completed lower secondary school 
compared to just 13% of the poorest rural girls 
(UNESCO 2014: 8).

• ‘… even if primary attainment rates had 
remained constant in urban and rural areas 
in sub-Saharan Africa, the increase in the 
percentage of people living in high attain-
ment urban areas would have been enough to 
raise the average primary attainment rate by 
1.5 percentage points between 2000 and 2010’ 
(UNESCO 2015b: 22). 

Again, participation in education by adults is 
shaped by geography, alongside a range of other 
personal and situational factors, notably Indi-
geneity, gender, disability, and socio-economic 
class. The 4th Global Report on Adult Learning 
and Education (GRALE) highlights the chal-
lenges of rurality, reporting the stark contrast 
between literacy rates amongst adults in sub-
Saharan Africa and South Asia (UNESCO-UIL 
2019). 

Indicators to monitor inequalities are crucial to 
redressing disadvantage and ensuring the provi-
sion of quality education and learning for all. 
However, the notion of urban advantage belies 
the heterogeneity of cities in countries that 
are becoming increasingly and uncontrollably 
urbanised in a context of ongoing rural-to-urban 
migration. While cities are viewed as offering 
comparatively more educational and learning 
opportunities to their residents, at the level of 
neighbourhood, these opportunities may play out 
very differently amid different socio-economic 
compositions and differing levels of demographic 

stability. The intersection of spatial segregation, 
socio-economic inequalities and schooling based 
on catchment area makes ‘place’ an important 
but complex marker of educational opportunity 
(Kintrea 2021). 

In this study, we draw on SHLC research which 
gathered household-level data in five neighbour-
hoods in each of the 13 cities in seven countries 
of Africa and Asia. We focus specifically on data 
on educational participation. Although access and 
participation are the tip of the iceberg in terms 
of understanding the complexities of educational 
inequalities, they are the essential starting point, 
and these illustrative examples help to emphasise 
the need to understand and document educational 
inequalities through the neighbourhood as a unit 
of analysis. 

4.2 Literature Review: Cities 
and Neighbourhoods 
as Shapers of Participation 
and Success in Education 

4.2.1 Why the Type 
of Neighbourhoods Matter 
for Schooling 

Despite the relative lack of data disaggregated 
to neighbourhood level, existing studies (mainly 
from the Global North) demonstrate that the 
type of neighbourhoods matter for schooling. 
Neighbourhood characteristics help to predict 
educational access and outcomes. In the United 
States, Catsambis and Beveridge (2001) discov-
ered that disadvantages at the neighbourhood 
and school level may place students at risk, 
and a study by Andersson (2004) in Sweden 
showed that neighbourhoods have an enormous 
effect on students’ futures as they affect their 
socio-economic careers. According to Gillock and 
Reyes’ study in the United States (1999), this 
includes severe stressors that can be found in 
resource-poor neighbourhoods, such as worrying 
about being mugged or shot, experiencing changes 
in parental employment, and family finances. 
Moreover, as a study conducted in the Netherlands 
by de Vuijst et al. (2015) shows, when someone
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grows up in a deprived neighbourhood, his/her 
chances to remain in the deprived neighbourhood 
increase, perpetuating cycles of disadvantage. 

The income of a neighbourhood may have an 
effect on a pupil’s access, scores, achievement, 
and drop-out rates. From research in the Nether-
lands (see Sykes and Musterd 2011), we know 
that neighbourhoods differ in their provision of 
types of education and that an unequal distribution 
of schools might result in a relative advantage in 
educational opportunities for children residing in 
well-served neighbourhoods over children living 
in more poorly served areas, and this is espe-
cially evident in the context of the Global South. 
We also know that attendance in higher rated 
schools is associated with higher reading and 
math scores from research in the United States 
(e.g. Catsambis and Beveridge 2001; Eamon 
2005), and that higher socio-economic and socio-
cultural resources and neighbourhood stability are 
predictors of higher educational outcomes from 
research in Sweden (see Andersson and Subrama-
nian 2006). A greater prevalence of high-status 
residents strongly predicts more time spent on 
homework and higher math/reading test scores 
which may rival the impact of family and school 
factors, whereas greater neighbourhood depri-
vation is a significant predictor of lower test 
scores (Ainsworth 2002; Hanson et al. 2011, 
both studies from the United States). In addition, 
as Kauppinen’s work in Finland (2007) discov-
ered, neighbourhoods with the highest educa-
tional level of the adult population increase the 
probability of finishing upper secondary school 
(the more academic option) rather than the voca-
tional school. In contrast, an Australian study by 
Overman (2002) showed that drop-out rates are 
high in neighbourhoods with high concentrations 
of vocationally qualified adults, which are more 
often found in more disadvantaged neighbour-
hoods. In addition, schools in less affluent neigh-
bourhoods provide less support, including from 
teachers who find themselves under situations of 
high chronic school stress, which leads to lower 
academic achievement, according to Gillock and 
Reyes’s research (1999) in the United States. 

At the same time, parents in low-income neigh-
bourhoods may not want to send their chil-
dren to better-resourced, higher rated schools 
outside their neighbourhoods to receive better 
education. For example, as Cameron’s study in 
Bangladesh (2011) discovered, parents may not 
send children to schools outside their own low-
income neighbourhood because they feel they do 
not belong or because of the entrance examina-
tions. This phenomenon aligns with Thompson’s 
(2002, as cited in Kintrea 2021: 211) explanation 
that schools are context-derived but also context-
generative. As Kintrea explains this phenomenon, 
strong residential segregation where ‘the default is 
for children to attend their local school’ leads to ‘a 
narrowing of the social mix in individual schools’, 
ultimately reproducing broader socio-economic 
inequalities and disadvantage. 

4.2.2 Why Neighbourhoods 
Matter for Adult Education 
and Lifelong Learning 

There is little data available internationally on 
participation in adult education and lifelong 
learning disaggregated to neighbourhood level. 
There is however, one important tool to monitor 
participation at a national level as described in 
UNESCO’s GRALE (Global Report on Adult 
Learning and Education) that uses a survey devel-
oped as part of the Belém Framework for Action 
(BFA), adopted at the sixth International Confer-
ence on Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI) in 
2009. In 2019 the survey was completed by the 
ministries of 159 countries. However, despite 
these efforts, even reliable data at national and 
especially at disaggregated levels is patchy at best. 
Furthermore, although responses from ministries 
are important, the data that they present does not 
tell the full story since only a limited number of 
countries actually monitor participation in adult 
learning in a systematic fashion, and the coun-
tries that do are mainly from the Global North. 
Additionally, as has been reported by Osborne and 
Hernandez (2021), the quality of data in the field of
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adult and lifelong learning is low and the statistics 
are not comprehensive, primarily due to inconsis-
tent definitions of participation as well as ‘lack 
of methodologies and resources to produce robust 
and meaningful data’ (57). 

From UNESCO-UIL’s (2019) GRALE IV we 
know that in general ‘Progress in participation in 
adult learning and education is insufficient’ (20). 
In particular, marginalised groups, such as adults 
with disabilities, older adults, minority groups, 
residents in remote and rural areas, as well as 
people living in poverty and/or those in menial 
work, do not participate in and do not believe 
they can benefit from adult learning and education 
(UNESCO 2019a, b). 

This points to the skewing of opportuni-
ties for participation in adult education and 
learning towards those already advantaged and, 
as with schooling, those with particular socio-
demographic backgrounds and personal charac-
teristics are most in danger of exclusion. 

The proxy of participation from the Inter-
national Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), which 
was used from 1994 to 1998 in Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development OECD 
countries, is typical of the broad-brush approach 
taken (if taken at all) by nations: 

During the past 12 months, that is, since …, did you 
receive any training or education including courses, 
private lessons, correspondence courses, work-
shops, on-the-job training, apprenticeship training, 
arts, crafts, recreation courses or any other training 
or education? (OECD 2000: 133) 

Such definitions are so wide-ranging as to 
include provision within both formal, non-
formal and informal settings. Formal education 
is ‘institutionalised, intentional, and planned 
through public organisations and recognised 
private bodies’ (UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
2011: 11–12) that leads to recognised national 
qualifications. Non-formal education shares the 
characteristics of being institutionalised, inten-
tional, and planned, but is a complement to 
formal provision that typically is short in dura-
tion, and does not have a continuous pathway 
of progression. It is offered as part of the life-
long learning offer and, as well as provision for 
adults, is also manifest in literacy, life skills, 

and social/cultural development programmes for 
all ages. Institutions of many types offer such 
programmes, including many that are not part of 
the formal system. Informal learning is offered as 
a result of an individual being involved in activ-
ities that are not overtly educational in purpose, 
and is often referred to as being experiential, 
incidental, or even accidental.1 

Most surveys of participation in Adult 
Learning and Education (ALE) that have been 
developed for use internationally, in order to make 
national comparisons, tend to focus on skills, 
and in particular on forms of literacy. The most 
well known of these surveys are OECD’s PIAAC 
(Programme for the International Assessment 
of Adult Literacy), International Adult Literacy 
Survey (IALS) and the Adult Literacy and Life 
Skills Survey (ALL) used from 2003 to 2007, after 
IALs and prior to PIAAC (OECD 2013). While 
there may be questions as what constitutes mean-
ingful adult participation in learning (in terms of 
duration and qualifications achieved), these are 
well-validated instruments that map participation 
rates in all forms of adult learning against current 
skills levels, and can monitor these rates over time 
at national and supranational levels. 

However, relatively little attention has been 
given to fine-grained analyses at urban and neigh-
bourhood levels of difference in adult partici-
pation that reflect the impact and nuances of 
place, and of the geographical heterogeneity of 
opportunity. There are some exceptions at urban 
level, mostly linked to actualising the learning 
city concept that has been promoted most notably 
since 2013 by UNESCO in its Global Network of 
Learning Cities. This framework seeks to mobilise 
the resources of multiple actors to promote and 
facilitate learning that enhances the social and 
economic well-being of the locality (UNESCO-
UIL 2013). Although largely applied in rela-
tively wealthy parts of the world (Lido et al. 
2019), the learning city foregrounds the idea 
that while national governments play major roles 
in assigning roles in setting policy agendas for 
education, it is city administrations that typically

1 See https://www.coe.int/en/web/lang-migrants/formal-
non-formal-and-informal-learning. 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/lang-migrants/formal-non-formal-and-informal-learning
https://www.coe.int/en/web/lang-migrants/formal-non-formal-and-informal-learning


54 Y. Nesterova et al.

are the enablers of practice, working with a range 
of stakeholders, and those who are more likely 
to adopt a lifelong and life-wide approach. It 
also recognises that the successful building of a 
learning infrastructure within a city relies not only 
on top-down approaches, but the agency of people 
living in cities who are most likely connected by 
common concerns within their neighbourhoods 
(Ó Tuama 2020). However, while the framework 
encourages the gathering of nuanced data at the 
local level, and provides a consistent structure 
for operationalising this, the data is not system-
atically consolidated, aggregated, or compared 
across contexts. 

There is thus a significant gap in our knowl-
edge of how adult participation in education and 
learning plays out at smaller scales of geography, 
and the concomitant implications, particularly in 
the cities of the Global South. This is important 
in the light of the fact that, even more so than 
with schooling, it is often the city or region that 
has a predominant role in supporting the partic-
ipation of adults in learning, both within the 
formal system of education (schools, colleges, 
and universities) and the non-formal system in 
community settings. This is because, typically, 
adult education is a lower priority for state 
support by comparison to schooling (Ireland and 
Spezia 2014). The most recent GRALE V Report 
(UNESCO 2022: 62) reports that only 15% (22 
countries) out of 102 reporting spent more than 
4% of total government educational expenditure 
on Adult Education. 

Hence, SDG Target 4.6, which refers to 
‘ensuring inclusive and equitable quality educa-
tion and promoting lifelong learning opportuni-
ties for all’ is one that has become a partic-
ular responsibility of Local and Regional Govern-
ments (LRGs), and there exist many initiatives 
around the world, particularly in the Global South, 
of efforts that are led at this level. This is particu-
larly the case with regard to ensuring adult literacy. 
Osborne (2022) has provided numerous exam-
ples of practices at the urban level from many 
parts of the world that seek to localise learning 

opportunities and subsequent participation for 
adults. 

Our work with SHLC has added a further 
dimension to this work by for the first time 
assessing the extent to which adult participation 
relates to the nature of neighbourhoods in cities. 
We define adult participation for the purposes of 
our survey as the receipt of any adult education 
or training provided formally by either the formal 
or non-formal sector during the previous three 
years. 

4.3 Research Design: The Survey 
and Secondary Data 

The data we draw on in this chapter comes 
from two Research Task Packages (RTP) of the 
SHLC project: RTP2 and RTP3. RTP2 consisted 
of comprehensive reports prepared by each in-
country team based on secondary data that 
included: the analysis of education data sets from 
national level down to the lowest level of aggre-
gation such as a neighbourhood, where possible; 
informal ‘go along’ interviews with key stake-
holders and residents in each neighbourhood; and 
auditing of built environment and service provi-
sion at neighbourhood level to evaluate avail-
ability and accessibility of educational institu-
tions. RTP3 constituted the flagship work package 
of the SHLC project and involved a household 
survey conducted in five neighbourhoods in each 
city (two cities per country). The neighbourhoods 
were stratified partly by economic characteristics, 
but attention was also given to natural or adminis-
trative boundaries and the built environment. Over 
14,000 survey questionnaires (around 2000 from 
each of the seven countries) were administered at 
the household level. 

The questionnaire included 20 items on formal 
and non-formal or adult education. The themes 
explored on schooling included:

• Level of education completed by each house-
hold member



4 Urban Education and Neighbourhood Inequality 55

• Children in the household—who attends 
school, boys and girls, and reasons for non-
attendance where applicable

• What kind of schooling children attend— 
public, private

• Mode and time taken for travel to school
• Levels of satisfaction with school
• Views on importance of schooling and the 

quality of schooling available nearby
• Educational support during the COVID-19 

pandemic 

The questions on adult education included themes 
of:

• Participation in adult education, mode and 
purpose

• Funding for adult education
• Benefits of courses taken
• Views on educational opportunities for adults. 

COVID-19 delayed fieldwork for over a year 
in most of our partner cities but when it eventu-
ally took place it generated rich data with much 
potential for researchers who wish to explore 
how neighbourhood inequalities affect education 
across a range of themes, and how these intersect 
with other inequalities found across neighbour-
hoods. 

Some illustrative examples based on a prelim-
inary analysis of the data on participation in 
schooling and adult education are given below. 
The gaps in the literature on neighbourhood-
level access and participation in schools and 
adult education and the slow and uneven progress 
toward SDG 4 cannot be addressed fully in one 
chapter, but the selective data demonstrates the 
importance of neighbourhood spaces in shaping 
educational and life opportunities for residents. 
These examples belie the richness of the data and 
the potential for further correlational and regres-
sion analyses, as also its potential for further 
qualitative focus group discussions. 

4.4 Findings 

4.4.1 Schooling: Access, 
Participation, and Drop-Out 

Over the past decades, cities in the SHLC study 
have seen significant improvements in securing 
access to education (Nesterova and Young 2020); 
however, access continues to be a challenge across 
many neighbourhoods. As our data from two work 
packages shows, the general picture is that the 
higher the income level of a neighbourhood, the 
better access to, and higher quality of schools 
a neighbourhood is likely to have. To show the 
contrast, we provide a few illustrative examples 
between access to schools in high-income, higher 
middle-income, middle-income, lower middle-
income, and low-income neighbourhoods. 

Availability and coverage of schools: As data 
from RTP2 shows, low-income neighbourhoods 
tend to have insufficient availability and inade-
quate coverage of schools. This means that avail-
able schools are not enough to educate all chil-
dren who require education in the neighbourhood 
and are not distributed well across the neighbour-
hood to allow easy access. This also means that 
classrooms in such neighbourhoods are likely to 
be overcrowded with few teachers and resources. 
Most schools in low-income neighbourhoods tend 
to be at primary level, with only a few excep-
tions at secondary and high school level. If a 
child needs to attend a better quality school and/ 
or progress to secondary education, there is a 
high chance that he or she will have to travel 
to another neighbourhood, which may be a chal-
lenge, as discussed below. On the other hand, 
higher middle-income and high-income neigh-
bourhoods have a wide variety of institutions from 
kindergartens to universities and a good spatial 
coverage to allow easy access. In the few places 
where high-income neighbourhoods do not have 
enough schools, children often attend renowned 
private schools around the city (e.g. in Delhi,
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India). Lower middle- and middle-income neigh-
bourhoods tend to have better school availability 
and coverage than low-income neighbourhoods 
but worse than in higher middle- and high-income 
neighbourhoods. 

Physical access to schools within one’s neigh-
bourhood and in other neighbourhoods: As data 
from RTP2 shows, low-income neighbourhoods 
tend to have damaged, unsafe, and encroached 
roads and footpaths, heavy traffic, and long 
distances to reach public transport facilities. These 
conditions lead to children experiencing chal-
lenges with commuting between home and school 
within their neighbourhood and prevent them from 
attending schools outside their neighbourhood, or 
make their commutes lengthy and uncomfortable. 
While all children in such neighbourhoods are 
affected, this makes walking to school particu-
larly challenging for children with special phys-
ical needs. It should be noted that, as an excep-
tion worthy of further exploration, low-income 
neighbourhoods in Madurai, India, have safe and 
good roads and are well-connected to the rest of 
the city. Higher middle-income and high-income 
neighbourhoods across all studied cities tend to 
have good connectivity, accessibility, and higher 
quality schools. 

Another aspect regarding physical access to 
schools is how children travel to schools and 
how long it takes. Our survey showed that across 
the study children from higher income neigh-
bourhoods tend to travel to school door-to-door 
by car, whereas low-income neighbourhood chil-
dren travel mostly on foot. For example, in high-
income neighbourhoods in Bangladesh, 40% of 
pupils travel by car versus 12% on foot, whereas, 
5% travel by car and 54% travel on foot in middle-
income neighbourhoods, and 1% and 69% respec-
tively in low-income neighbourhoods. The trend 
is similar in the other countries studied, with a 
few exceptions such as in India and Rwanda where 
almost the same number of pupils use a car or walk 
to school—23% vs. 38% in India and 22% vs. 28% 
in Rwanda. This is a result of two factors: higher 
rates of car ownership and an ability to travel to 
further away schools (e.g. parent/driver to drive) in 
high-income neighbourhoods; both factors enable 
access to better schools. 

As the survey shows, in the majority of cases, 
and in contrast to existing research evidence on 
rural schools, it does not take longer than 30 min 
for children in any type of neighbourhood to reach 
school, regardless of the method of transportation. 
For example, in Bangladesh, 68% of the pupils 
in high-income neighbourhoods, 80% in middle-
income, and 75% in low-income reach school 
within 20 min. The figures are similar in Rwanda, 
where it takes up to 20 min for 80% of pupils 
in high-income neighbourhoods, 63% in middle-
income, and 56% in low-income neighbourhoods. 
In India and Tanzania, for the majority it takes 
between 10 and 30 min. This applies to 70% of 
pupils in a high-income neighbourhood, 77% in 
middle-income, and 68% in low-income in India 
and 61%, 50%, and 51% respectively in Tanzania. 

Quality and availability of resources in 
schools: As data from RTP2 shows, both public 
and private schools in higher middle-income and 
high-income neighbourhoods are relatively well-
furnished, well-maintained, secure, and well-
equipped, with clean water and toilets, multi-
media facilities, computer labs, libraries, play-
grounds, and sports facilities. They tend to have 
a lower student–teacher and student–classroom 
ratio and offer a range of extracurricular activities 
to their students. In comparison, public schools 
in low-income and lower middle-income neigh-
bourhoods have less hygienic environments with 
limited access to clean water and few toilets, are 
poorly resourced (e.g. limited or no access to 
computers), offer no or few extracurricular activi-
ties, receive inadequate funding for maintenance, 
and face teacher shortages. As a result, as our 
survey showed, where a large number of children 
attend state schools where classrooms are over-
crowded and there is shortage of teachers, low 
levels of satisfaction with schools are recorded. 

Our research shows that exceptions exist, 
however. The RTP2 report from Bangladesh, 
for example, shows that there is an acceptable 
student–teacher ratio even in low-income neigh-
bourhoods and the RTP2 report from India shows 
that one low-income neighbourhood in Madurai, 
India (exceptional again) has a public higher 
secondary school with good infrastructure, suffi-
cient number of teachers and quality resources
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such as laboratories, aerobatics class, computers, 
and a library. As the RTP2 report on India notes, 
performance in this particular school is stated to 
be outstanding by stakeholders. Similarly, RTP2 
reports from the other studied countries show that 
although schools in middle-income neighbour-
hoods tend to be adequately resourced, have rela-
tively good student–teacher and student–class-
room ratios, and offer extracurricular activities, 
schools within poverty clusters within middle-
income areas have similar resources as schools 
in poorer neighbourhoods. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the survey 
showed that 72% of surveyed participants in low-
income neighbourhoods in Bangladesh, 52.6% in 
China, 70.5% in India, 67.8% in the Philippines, 
and 50.3% in South Africa reported being satisfied 
with the schools their children attend. This can be 
explained by historically good schools, sustained 
support provided by non-governmental organisa-
tions, or access to neighbouring areas with better 
schools. It might also be explained by the percep-
tion of people in low-income neighbourhoods of 
the quality of their schools compared to others 
of a similar nature without personal knowledge 
of schools in more affluent neighbourhoods. In 
contrast, in high-income neighbourhoods there 
tend to be more people who are very satisfied 
with their schools. For example, while 28.1% 
were very satisfied with schools in high-income 
neighbourhoods in Bangladesh, only 6.4% were 
very satisfied in low-income neighbourhoods; in 
Rwanda, 60.6% in high-income neighbourhoods 
and 40.4% in higher middle-income neighbour-
hoods, whereas only 10% and 11.6% in lower 
middle and low-income neighbourhoods were 
very satisfied, respectively. 

Drop-out and absenteeism rates tend to be 
considerably higher the less affluent the neigh-
bourhood is: Rates for school drop-out and student 
absenteeism after primary school tend to be high in 
low-income and lower middle-income neighbour-
hoods. Our RTP2 data for Khulna (Bangladesh), 
for example, shows that as many as 30.6% of chil-
dren do not attend school in low-income neigh-
bourhoods, 42.8% in the lower middle-income, 
and 35.4% in middle-income neighbourhoods. It 

is important to note, however, that RTP2 data 
suggests that these neighbourhoods have clusters 
of areas poorer than the overall composition of 
the neighbourhood. While drop-out and student 
absenteeism rates decrease as the income levels of 
neighbourhoods increase, there are still concerns 
about these issues in some affluent neighbour-
hoods, particularly those that have poorer clus-
ters. For example, in Khulna, again in a high-
income neighbourhood, 31.8% of children do not 
go to school. Drop-out rates show that while 
15.4% of children drop out of school in a mixed 
low-income neighbourhood, the proportion in a 
middle-income neighbourhood drops to 1.5% but 
then increases to 5.9% for a high-income neigh-
bourhood that has clusters of poverty. Such statis-
tics show how heterogenous neighbourhoods can 
be. 

Our survey showed various reasons why chil-
dren in different income neighbourhoods drop out 
of school, which included the need for a child 
to bring in additional income, unaffordability of 
schools, pregnancy and motherhood, disability, 
low value attached to education, and need to 
help with household chores. Interestingly, despite 
lower drop-out rates in higher income neighbour-
hoods, one of the primary reasons for dropping out 
is the need for a child to provide additional finan-
cial support (and the only reason in Bangladesh 
and Rwanda). For example, in Bangladesh, all 
households (100%) where children dropped out of 
schools stated this as the primary reason, although 
compared to 31% households in low-income 
neighbourhoods, other reasons also included lack 
of affordability (24.7%), little value attached to 
education (27.2%), and need to help around the 
house (13.6%). In the Philippines, 37.7% in high-
income neighbourhoods need children to earn 
money and 19.7% cannot afford fees compared 
to 46.8% and 20.3% in low-income neighbour-
hoods, respectively. Such financial reasons may 
show that the respondents reside in poverty areas 
in high-income neighbourhoods. It is important 
to note that our research did not ask at what age 
pupils drop out of school, which is an important 
aspect as there is a difference between dropping 
out at 11 and dropping out at 17 years of age.
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Next is the issue of access to nonstate schools 
where public sector schools tend to be over-
burdened and underfunded, as our RTP2 reports 
showed, and where private schools and those 
funded and run by faith-based institutions (e.g. 
madrassas and Christian churches) and NGOs 
have stepped in to improve access to education. 
In most countries under study, there has been a 
sharp increase in the number of private providers 
(Nesterova and Young 2020). While the picture 
is mixed, these providers tend to have better 
resources, offer better educational outcomes for 
pupils, and are associated with higher socio-
economic status (Nesterova and Young 2020). 
For example, in Bangladesh, private schools 
dominate in most neighbourhoods, while most 
private schools in India are located in middle-
or higher income neighbourhoods. If there are 
private schools in low-income neighbourhoods, 
there tends to be financial support provided for 
poor children. However, while families in higher 
middle- and high-income neighbourhoods can 
more easily afford to send children to private 
schools, those in low-income and lower middle-
income neighbourhoods, as well as less affluent 
families in richer neighbourhoods, are dependent 
on financial support for tuition and other school 
expenses provided by the state or NGOs. As 
a result, our RTP2 data shows that NGOs and 
faith-based schools are emerging as an impor-
tant education provider for poorer populations. 
This raises concerns as the funding that NGOs 
receive is not sustainable and when it ends, so 
does the schooling of children from poorer fami-
lies. In contrast, more financial stability and a 
better quality of education can be found in well-
reputed schools in lower middle-income neigh-
bourhoods that are run by missionaries (i.e. in 
Bangladesh). Missionary-run schools in India, on 
the other hand, are found in slums and charge fees. 

Our survey showed that where there is a higher 
number of children attending private schools, 
there are higher levels of recorded satisfaction 
with schools. There are a few exceptions to this. 
For example, in Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) and 
Kigali (Rwanda), some participants were dissat-
isfied with private schools in low, lower middle, 
and even middle-income neighbourhoods, which 

can be explained by the fact that the more well-
off attend higher quality private schools (see 
Cameron’s 2011 study of Dhaka, and Gruijters, 
Alcott and Rose’s 2021 study of countries in 
East Africa and South Asia). Interestingly, the 
survey showed some dissatisfaction among partic-
ipants residing in Khulna’s higher middle- and 
high-income neighbourhoods, which could be 
explained by them potentially residing and/or 
attending schools located in one of the poorer 
areas of a rich neighbourhood. 

As with cities, neighbourhoods are hetero-
geneous. This means that lower middle-income 
neighbourhoods through to high-income neigh-
bourhoods may contain areas of poverty or lower-
income populations and schools compared with 
the overall neighbourhood profile. In such areas 
and schools, children’s opportunities differ from 
those residing and attending schools in more 
affluent parts of the neighbourhood and their drop-
out and absenteeism rates are higher. These are the 
schools in more affluent areas that children from 
low-income neighbourhoods attend. Such areas, 
our RTP2 research shows, even in middle- and 
higher middle-income neighbourhoods may have 
unsafe buildings, insufficient number of class-
rooms and teachers, no playgrounds and sports 
facilities, unhygienic environment, and no clean 
water supply. As regards physical accessibility, 
while higher income neighbourhoods tend to have 
well-maintained footpaths and roads and are well-
connected within the neighbourhood and with 
other neighbourhoods, there are exceptions here 
too. In some such neighbourhoods, footpaths, 
roads, and the transport system are not of a 
satisfactory condition or travel by car has taken 
priority. 

It should also be noted that a lack of schools in 
a neighbourhood may not be an issue for wealthier 
residents. For example, our RTP2 report from 
Tanzania shows that in Dar es Salaam, a low-
income neighbourhood with a cluster of univer-
sity staff residents does not have good schools but 
those in nearby neighbourhoods are easily acces-
sible and affordable. People in this neighbour-
hood are reported to have a very low illiteracy 
rate and a very high school completion rate, with 
children often attending good schools outside of
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the neighbourhood. In contrast, a middle-income 
neighbourhood in the same city that has no avail-
able local schools is in an inconvenient location 
which requires long commutes for children. 

4.4.2 Adult Education 
and Lifelong Learning 

While the SHLC RTP data goes some way in 
addressing the lack of neighbourhood-level data 
in cities in the Global South, patterns were occa-
sionally difficult to discern. This may be because 
adult education in its broadest definition is actu-
ally distributed more evenly across neighbour-
hoods, or because there are issues with cross-
cultural validity around the terms associated with 
adult education. It may also be reflective of the 
variability of funding for adult education, and 
meaningful accreditation for it. While the vocab-
ulary of schooling is largely shared and robust, as 
noted above, adult education in its various forms 
can be more variably understood. 

Our household questionnaire as it related 
to adult education and training began with 
asking whether individuals within the sample had 
received adult education or training of any kind 
in the last three years. The positive response rate 
across our countries varied from 2.5% of the 
sample (India) to 17% (Rwanda) (see Table 4.1). 

Given the nature of our research, we were 
interested, as we were in schooling, in differ-
ences as they prevail across different types of 
neighbourhoods across the cities of the seven 
countries being studied. Levels of participation 
by adults in education and training tend to 
be highest within high-income and/or high- to 
middle-income neighbourhoods in some coun-
tries, with sometimes stark contrasts emerging 
especially between high-income and low-income 
neighbourhoods (see Table 4.2). This is particu-
larly evident in Bangladesh and China where there 
are respectively 5.1 and 6.8 times as many partic-
ipants proportionally in high-income with respect 
to low-income neighbourhoods. In the Philip-
pines, however, the highest participation rates are 
in low- to medium-income neighbourhoods, and 

Table 4.1 Participants reporting receipt of adult educa-
tion or training and public expenditure by country 

Sample size Percentage 
in receipt of 
education or 
training 

Percentage 
of public 
education 
spending on 
ALE 

Bangladesh 2586 13 0.5–0.9 

China 860 12 1.0–1.9 

India 2378 2.5 0–0.4 

Philippines 2079 7 0.5–0.9 

Rwanda 1485 17 Not 
available 

South 
Africa 

2001 13 Unknown 

Tanzania 2841 6 No report 

Overall 14,320 9 

Note Countries were asked to report rates in bands, starting 
with 0–0.4% 
Source https://uil.unesco.org/adult-education/global-rep 
ort/data;

in some countries the differences across types of 
neighbourhoods are not stark as is exemplified in 
India, South Africa, and Tanzania. 

We have hypothesised that factors such as 
the perception of opportunity to participate in 
adult education and training, and of the avail-
ability of public funds might be accounting for 
participation, since these are long-standing and 
major factors in decision-making (Cross 1981). In 
Cross’s Chain of Response Model, lack of infor-
mation about education opportunity and atten-
dant support mechanisms are key factors that 
interact with a series of dispositional (self-esteem 
and attitude) and institutional (e.g. entry require-
ments and scheduling of classes) barriers. The 
affordability of education is amongst a number of 
situational factors, which also includes personal 
responsibilities and availability of transport. 

It is the case that there is a link overall between 
neighbourhood type and perception of opportu-
nity with a decline in our sample from 34.4% 
in high-income to 14.5% in low-income zones. 
There are however differences across countries 
with levels of agreement with proportions varying 
from 42.9% in South Africa to 4.9% in Rwanda,

https://uil.unesco.org/adult-education/global-report/data
https://uil.unesco.org/adult-education/global-report/data
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Table 4.2 Participation rates in adult education or training by type of neighbourhood and country 

High High to 
medium 

Medium Low to 
medium 

Low Overall 

Bangladesh 24 18 11 12 5 13 

China 32 12 15 7 5 12 

India 3 2 4 3 1 3 

Philippines 9 5 6 11 6 7 

Rwanda 29 27 15 12 14 17 

South Africa 11 16 10 15 13 13 

Tanzania 4 9 6 8 3 6 

Overall 11 11 9 10 7 9 

Note Figures are in per cent 
Source Primary survey, 2021

Table 4.3 Sources of financial support for adult education and training reported by participants by country 

Union (%) Employer (%) Government 
(%) 

NGO (%) Self (%) Family/friends 
(%) 

Bangladesh 5.8 35.0 14.7 18.4 47.2 6.1 

China 7.7 18.3 39.4 3.8 50.0 2.9 

India 0 23.3 26.3 13.3 48.3 0 

Philippines 26.8 36.3 59.5 4.6 19.4 29.2 

Rwanda 6.9 46.2 16.9 28.2 10.5 1.6 

South Africa 21.3 34.9 31.8 8.9 43.8 34.5 

Tanzania 9.8 15.3 10.4 17.2 36.2 42.9 

Overall 11.9 32.6 25.8 15.2 36.4 15.2 

Note Rows add to more than 100% since some participants report more than one source of support 
Source Primary survey, 2021 

and neighbourhood differences are largely not 
evident in India and the Philippines. Neighbour-
hood type may therefore be a factor in some coun-
tries in perception of opportunity and in availing 
of that opportunity, but other factors are also in 
play. 

It is however difficult to account for these 
differences based on reported proportions of 
public education spending that is directed to Adult 
Learning and Education because of the paucity 
of data, but the data from GRALE III (UNESCO 
2016) is suggestive of a link for those countries 
who reported. Certainly in India where there is 
the lowest percentage of spending, there is also 
the lowest participation in the two cities of our 
study. However, in none of the countries for which 
GRALE provides data is there public expendi-
ture that approaches UNESCO’s recommended 

minimum of 4% of the total expenditure from 
government on education. This is reflected in 
responses that we received when we asked respon-
dents how their participation had been funded (see 
Table 4.3). 

Overall, self-funding (36.4% of partici-
pants) and employer-provided (32.6%) were 
the predominant sources of funding, followed 
by national or local government spending 
(25.8%), NGOs/charities (15.2%), family/friends-
support (15.2%), and trade union/worker educa-
tion provided (11.9%), with some participants 
supporting their learning from more than one of 
these sources. However, these figures disguise 
differences from country to country with, for 
example, self-funding at its highest in China 
(reported by 50.0% of participants) and at its 
lowest in Rwanda (10.5%). By contrast, employer
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support is at its highest in Rwanda (reported 
by 46.2% of participants) and lowest in China 
(18.3%). Support from government was highest 
in the Philippines (59.5%) and lowest in Tanzania 
(10.4%). Support from trade union/worker educa-
tion was at its highest in the Philippines (26.8%) 
and South Africa (21.3%), and its lowest in India, 
where no participant reported this as a source 
of funding. NGO/charitable support was at its 
highest in Rwanda (28.2%) and lowest in China 
(3.8%). The importance of family and friends in 
supporting adult learners is reflected in the data 
from Tanzania, South Africa, and the Philippines, 
where respectively, 42.9%, 34.5%, and 29.2% 
provided funding, at least in part. This compares 
to no one reporting such support in India and only 
1.6% in Rwanda. 

There are also differences between sources of 
funding for adult education/training across neigh-
bourhoods of different income levels. Residents in 
high-income neighbourhoods are likely to receive 
free adult education/training from their employers 
in much greater numbers that those in low-income 
neighbourhoods. The only exception is South 
Africa where 37% of residents in low-income 
neighbourhoods received free employer-provided 
adult education/training compared to 30% in the 
high-income group. 

Access to union-provided education by neigh-
bourhood shows inconsistency across countries. 
For example, 12% in the high-income compared 
to no participants in low-income neighbourhoods 
in Bangladesh and 25% compared to 14% in 
Tanzania access such funding. In the Philip-
pines, however, it is 42% of residents in low-
income and 32% in higher middle-income neigh-
bourhoods that obtain such support, compared 
to 17% in high-income neighbourhoods. There 
is also inconsistency by neighbourhood across 
countries in government-funded adult education/ 
training with similarities across all neighbour-
hoods in Bangladesh, China, and South Africa, but 
clear differences in the other countries. In India, 
for example, 56% of participants in lower middle-
income and 60% in low-income neighbourhoods 
access such funding in contrast to 15% in high-
income zones; in the Philippines the numbers are 

75%, 59%, and 47% respectively; Rwanda, 23%, 
28%, and 4% respectively; and in Tanzania, 29%, 
11%, and 0% respectively. 

More residents of high-income neighbour-
hoods access funding for adult education/training 
through NGOs in China, the Philippines, South 
Africa, and Tanzania. For example, in China, 
6% of high-income residents reported accessing 
such funding in contrast to none in lower-income 
and low-income neighbourhoods. In contrast, in 
Bangladesh, 31% of low-income residents are 
funded through NGOs compared to 15% in high-
income neighbourhoods (the trend is similar in 
India and Rwanda). 

More people self-fund their adult educa-
tion/training in high-income neighbourhoods in 
Bangladesh (51% compared to 42% in low-
income), Rwanda (21% compared to 16% in low-
income and 2% in lower-income), South Africa 
(53% compared to 33% in low-income). This 
is different to China where 88% of low-income 
residents self-fund compared to 44% in high-
income, and in India, where 73% of middle-
income residents self-fund compared to 46% 
in high-income and 40% in low-income. Few 
respondents reported receiving help from family 
or friends but those who did, reside primarily in 
lower middle-income neighbourhoods. 

We were also interested in the importance of 
learning leading to a recognised qualification. On 
average this was the case for almost two-thirds 
of 1,312 participants, the only country that was 
an exception being Tanzania where this was the 
case for only 44.8% of the participants. There are 
no notable differences between neighbourhoods 
of different income levels in this regard, especially 
in Rwanda where numbers are very similar across 
the neighbourhoods. In Bangladesh, China, and 
South Africa, around 20% more residents in high-
income neighbourhoods received formal qual-
ifications than in low-income neighbourhoods, 
although in China, more lower middle-income 
neighbourhoods received a formal qualification 
(77%) than in the high-income category (68%). 
In India, a slightly higher number of residents in 
the low-income level received a formal qualifi-
cation (60%) but significantly more in the lower
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middle-income (94%) than in high-income (54%) 
categories. This trend is similar in the Philippines. 

Overall, in relation to how adult education and 
training is funded and whether participation leads 
to a qualification, there are some differences by 
neighbourhood in some countries, but this is not 
a universal phenomenon, suggesting, as might be 
expected, that neighbourhood type is a factor of 
importance, but not universally the case. Other 
factors specific to particular cities and countries 
may have greater influence in some sites. 

We also asked a series of other questions 
concerning benefits of and reasons for participa-
tion, some inspired by the many instruments that 
exist in the literature related to motivation for 
engaging in adult learning (see Boeren 2017). 
Responses across neighbourhoods provide 
evidence of the self-perception that adult educa-
tion/training made respondents better at their 
jobs. For example, in Bangladesh, between 73% 
(low-income) and 95% (high-income) answered 
this question positively. The figures in most other 
counties are similar. The exceptions are India 
where residents in lower middle-income neigh-
bourhoods report perceived benefit in greatest 
numbers (81% compared to 40% for low-income 
and 39% for high-income counterparts), and 
the Philippines, where low-income residents 
reported benefiting more (92% compared to 
86% in high-income). Residents across all 
neighbourhoods in most countries tended to 
express enjoyment at being able to learn some-
thing new. The exception is Tanzania where only 
25% of participating residents in high-income 
neighbourhoods shared this view compared to 
96% in high middle-income and 57% in low-
income areas. Across all neighbourhoods there 
was an acknowledgement that adult education/ 
training helped them contribute to their commu-
nities, with the highest figures at 93% in higher 
middle-income neighbourhoods in Tanzania. 
The lowest figures were in high-income neigh-
bourhoods in Tanzania (30%) and low-income 
neighbourhoods in India (40%). 

4.5 Conclusion 

The so-called urban advantage in education 
masks vastly different levels of access, partici-
pation, retention, and quality in city neighbour-
hoods, particularly in relation to formal schooling. 
The motivation behind SHLC’s comprehensive 
research agenda is the conviction that comparing 
neighbourhoods across cities reveals more locally 
relevant data that can lead to more strategic 
and targeted approaches in achieving SDG 4 
and ensuring that no one is left behind. In this 
chapter, we have seen how sparse the pre-existing 
evidence on neighbourhood educational differ-
ences is, particularly from the Global South and 
especially regarding adult education. 

The SHLC database will help to bridge this gap. 
A preliminary analysis shows predictable trends 
of educational advantage in wealthier neighbour-
hoods across countries, but also some outliers 
worthy of further exploration. Understanding 
how, for example, some poorer neighbourhoods 
secure high levels of parental satisfaction with 
schooling, or why in some contexts lower middle-
income neighbourhood residents have high levels 
of participation in adult education, can provide 
lessons that could help to ameliorate disadvan-
tages entrenched by spatial inequalities. Equally, 
the variations in response to the survey items on 
adult education warrant further investigation, for 
example, on how cultural expectations of adult 
education shape participation, and how structural 
differences such as funding levels and the useful-
ness of qualifications reflect human capital drivers 
in general and local uptake in particular. 

Ultimately, urban neighbourhoods are 
profound shapers of educational advantage, 
and therefore of life chances. However, given 
the wider patterns and outliers, there is reason 
to believe they do not fully determine these 
outcomes, and there is much to be learned from 
a detailed comparison across scales and policy 
contexts. Differences across neighbourhoods are 
particularly prevalent in cities of some countries
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more than others, and with further analysis of 
a wider range of variables, we will be able to 
determine the extent of the neighbourhood effect. 

Importantly, our research shows that although 
there is a satisfaction gradient between rich and 
poor areas, there is definitely satisfaction about 
education and other services in some poorer 
neighbourhoods. It would thus be useful to do 
more work on this aspect with a particular focus 
on what kinds of people are more satisfied, where 
they come from geographically and migrationally. 
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5Neighbourhood Effects on Health in Urban 
Areas of Developing Countries 
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Abstract 

This chapter examines the role of urban neigh-
bourhoods in shaping health outcomes in 
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) 
amidst rapid urbanisation and pronounced 
social inequalities. It explores how neighbour-
hood attributes contribute to health disparities 
and the potential for fostering healthier urban 
lifestyles. Drawing upon the SHLC Household 
Survey and relating the findings to established 
theories, this chapter reveals how physical, 
social, and economic neighbourhood factors 
intersect with broader socio-economic policies 
affecting well-being. The analysis is situated 
within the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), emphasising the way local actions 
can contribute to addressing global health 
commitments. The chapter focuses on both 
the challenges and opportunities in LMICs for 
achieving health equity at the neighbourhood 
level, providing insights for researchers, city 
planners, and policymakers. 
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5.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores how urban neighbourhoods 
influence overall health of their residents. It 
delves into the concept of ‘neighbourhood’ as a 
dynamic entity that extends beyond its physical 
borders. The social, economic, and physical envi-
ronments within a neighbourhood greatly influ-
ence the health and well-being of residents and 
we take a close look at neighbourhoods as spaces 
where infrastructure, access to services, social 
connections, and environmental factors intersect 
to shape individual and collective well-being. This 
is particularly relevant in urban areas of low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs). By adopting 
this perspective, we gain insight into how neigh-
bourhood features contribute to health inequalities 
and how we can foster healthier urban lifestyles. 

The chapter focuses on neighbourhoods within 
LMIC cities, recognising that while the social 
determinants of health (SDOH) (discussed in 
more detail later) are globally relevant, their 
manifestation in LMICs is distinct due to factors
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like rapid urbanisation, informal settlements, 
and resource constraints. Central to the chapter’s 
message is that neighbourhoods are not just phys-
ical spaces in which ‘health happens’ but are 
shaped by both the existing social structures and 
economic activities and, in turn, influence health 
outcomes. The interplay of socio-economic and 
environmental factors in LMIC urban neigh-
bourhoods demands a focused examination to 
understand and address the health inequities they 
harbour. Amidst the backdrop of unprecedented 
urban growth in LMICs, we explore pressing ques-
tions: How do neighbourhood factors contribute 
to or mitigate health inequalities? What oppor-
tunities do these urban landscapes offer to pivot 
communities towards healthier lives? Our inquiry 
is not just an academic exercise; it is a critical 
step towards reimagining urban health in the 
context of LMICs, where the stakes for sustain-
able, equitable health outcomes have never been 
higher. 

Why focus on cities? The global population 
has now reached eight billion and more than half 
of that population lives in cities. The world is 
experiencing unprecedented rates and levels of 
urbanisation. In 1950, only 30% of the world’s 
population lived in cities. Today, that number is 
55% and it is projected that 66% of the world 
will be urban dwellers by 2050 (Leeson 2018). 
This shift in human experience means that more 
people than ever before live near each other in 
an urban setting. While cities offer opportuni-
ties for residents to enjoy better health, they also 
present challenges, particularly so if they develop 
in an unplanned way. Poorly designed cities can 
lead to many problems, including air pollution, 
water contamination, and a lack of green spaces. In 
addition, unplanned urban development can result 
in overcrowding and a lack of basic amenities, 
which can be pathogenic (health-damaging) to 
city dwellers (Pearce et al. 2011). However, such 
vast gatherings of people can also lead to easier 
distribution of resources and services, a reduced 
carbon footprint compared to dispersed popula-
tions, increased social interaction, and the sharing 
of ideas. The key aim for researchers, planners, 
developers, and city managers is to find ways to 
balance the positive and negative influences of 

cities on health and well-being so that we can 
continue to thrive as a species. 

Why focus on neighbourhoods within cities? 
We argue that thinking about neighbourhoods, 
rather than cities as a whole, offers the best 
way to make this balance. This, more granular 
perspective on the intricate interplay between 
urban environments and health outcomes enables 
an understanding of how diverse socio-economic 
and environmental conditions influence residents’ 
well-being. A localised approach allows for 
tailored interventions addressing specific chal-
lenges within communities, such as access to 
health care, green spaces, or social support 
networks. Also, focusing on neighbourhoods 
may enable grassroots initiatives and community 
engagement, empowering residents to actively 
participate in improving their living conditions 
and fostering a sense of ownership over their 
health outcomes. If we build the city neighbour-
hood by neighbourhood, we can foster a more 
holistic and equitable approach to urban health, 
ensuring that interventions are responsive to the 
unique needs and assets of each neighbourhood. 

What are we worried about in terms of cities 
and neighbourhoods? Unfortunately, a coherent 
‘bottom up’ approach to building cities is not 
generally a reality in LMICs. The most rapid 
urbanisation the world has ever seen is occurring 
in developing countries where population growth 
and unplanned urbanisation are more likely than 
not to be uncontrolled. Developing countries are 
also home to the vast majority of the world’s poor 
and vulnerable people (Riley et al. 2007) who, 
in general terms, experience much worse health 
than wealthier people. Uncontrolled urbanisation 
and lack of planning can exacerbate poverty and 
inequality, create slums, and increase vulnera-
bility to climate change (Watson 2009). The impli-
cations of this are far-reaching; urban growth has 
the potential to harm, but given the gathering of so 
many people in such little space, cities also have 
the potential to help solve many of the world’s 
most pressing problems. As urbanisation concen-
trates ever-larger portions of the world’s popula-
tion into relatively smaller areas, it eases the task 
of targeting and reaching those who need help 
most and helping people live sustainable lives.
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The concept of a sustainable and healthy city 
is one that considers the environmental, social, 
and economic needs of current and future gener-
ations (Bibri and Krogstie 2017). A sustain-
able city is one that can meet the needs of 
its residents without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs. 
A healthy city is one in which residents have 
both access to the resources they need, and an 
environment that enables a healthy and pros-
perous life. Sustainable cities and neighbour-
hoods should be better able to withstand and 
recover from shocks, even if these shocks are 
at a macro level, for example, due to climate 
change or disease outbreaks such as COVID-
19 (Amirzadeh et al. 2023). From floods and 
droughts to hurricanes and heat waves, climate 
change is increasingly causing extreme weather 
events that can devastate entire communities. 
Since many city dwellers in developing coun-
tries live in informal settlements with little or 
no infrastructure, they are often ill-equipped to 
deal with these shocks (Wang and Kintrea 2019; 
Wilkinson et al. 2020). Furthermore, climate 
change is expected to exacerbate existing prob-
lems such as poverty, water scarcity, and food 
insecurity. 

How can neighbourhoods help? As the 
management of stressors such as COVID and 
climate change becomes a global priority, the 
significance of neighbourhoods is increasingly 
recognised. These units or groups are pivotal 
in organising and ensuring effective responses 
and resilience, highlighting their significance 
in our collective efforts to address these chal-
lenges. Such areas provide a support system 
for residents and can offer a sense of stability 
during difficult times. Neighbourhoods and their 
communities can also serve as a resource for 
information and assistance. 

What factors influence our health? Health is 
a complex system with influences that operate 
at scales from the molecular to the entire planet 
(Seltenrich 2018). Individual genetics play a role, 
as does lifestyle, but environmental factors, social 
factors, and economic circumstances are more 
important when we think about the health of 
whole populations. Researchers and planners use 

‘socio-ecological models of health’ to provide a 
framework for understanding the complex inter-
actions between different influences on health and 
their impact (Foster and Townsend 2013). Such 
models typically consider the influences on health 
which operate at different ‘levels’: on individuals; 
between individuals (interpersonal); on organi-
sations; and then at wider geographical levels 
including the neighbourhood, town or city, nation, 
and region. The neighbourhood is special because 
it is where a lot of different levels of influence 
on health come together. It is where we live and 
work, where we meet and interact with others, 
but also is often the place where we encounter 
organisational influences (such as schools, health 
services, local government, housing agencies) and 
wider influences such as the labour market. 

5.2 Health Inequalities 
in the Cities of LMICs 

Evidence is growing for the existence and/or 
exacerbation of health disparities within cities 
of LMICs (Allen et al. 2017; Donkin et al. 
2018; Miranda et al. 2019). These disparities 
refer to differences in health status that exist 
between different population groups. Disadvan-
taged population groups tend to have a worse 
health status when compared to other groups 
(Miranda et al. 2019). Crucially, the differences 
in health between these groups are reflected 
in geographical space—between neighbourhoods. 
See, for example Fig. 5.1, which shows the differ-
ence in people’s general health by different neigh-
bourhoods based on socio-economic classifica-
tion in the cities within our study. The general 
health perceptions tend to vary by neighbour-
hood socio-economic status (SES), with a trend of 
higher proportions of ‘very good’ health ratings in 
higher SES areas and lower proportions in slums/ 
informal settlements. Such differences are unfair 
but also place pressures and burdens on services. 
We need to better understand these differences in 
order to address them.

It’s important to recognise that complex feed-
back and interaction loops are often implicated 
in these kinds of inequalities. Consider the rela-
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In general, how would you rate your overall health today? 

Fig. 5.1 General health by neighbourhood socio-economic status (SES) in the SHLC cities. Note SHLC—Sustainable 
Healthy and Learning Cities. Source Primary survey, 2021

tionships between poverty and air pollution as an 
example. Cities tend to have higher concentra-
tions of poverty and pollution, which can lead to 
increased rates of disease and mortality (Kingham 
et al. 2007). They also often have large disparities 
in access to health care and other resources, which 
can exacerbate health risks and social inequali-
ties (Vlahov et al. 2007). These inequalities and 
exposures interact with each other. Within cities, 
the problem of air pollution and associated health 
outcomes tends to be concentrated in the more 
economically deprived neighbourhoods (Ribeiro 
et al. 2019). Furthermore, those living on a lower 
income may be more affected by this exposure due 
to a higher likelihood of existing health problems 
and worse access to medical care. Their economic 
situation also means they are less able to move 
away from the pollution. Finally, concentrations 
of adverse health outcomes in particular places 
then creates a significant and uneven burden on 
health systems, further exacerbating the inequal-
ities in health outcomes (Asada 2005; Hansson 
2003). 

In the next section, we will consider what 
factors influence health in cities in general and 
how these lead to inequalities in health within the 

cities themselves. Although we set these out, step 
by step, it is important to understand that these 
factors interact with each other in a system. 

5.3 Determinants of Urban 
Health 

It is increasingly recognised that neighbourhood 
context has an impact on the health and well-
being of the citizens. Cummins et al. (2007: 1835) 
argue that there exists a ‘mutually reinforcing 
and reciprocal relationship between people and 
place’. Although the variation in health between 
neighbourhoods is mostly explained by the char-
acteristics of the individual residence (i.e. who 
lives here?), there is a significant contribution 
of the contextual factors (i.e. what is the place 
like?) (Bhandari et al. 2017; Pickett and Pearl 
2001). Contextual factors not only make direct 
contribution to health (e.g. exposing people to 
polluted air); they influence health indirectly by, 
for example, affecting people’s interaction with 
each other or with services (Cummins et al. 2007). 
However, the impacts of these neighbourhood 
factors may depend upon the context, extent of
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their exposure, and the individuals themselves. 
Some evidence suggests that people’s vulnera-
bility to their neighbourhood environment is a 
function of their own individual characteristics 
(Cassarino et al. 2020). 

A common assumption by planners, politi-
cians, and the public is that health care systems 
(e.g. doctors, hospitals, and clinics) are the most 
important determinants of population health. In 
fact, sectors and interventions other than these 
health care services are far more influential in 
shaping population health outcomes (Ehrenberg 
and Ault 2005). The overall role of health care 
services in shaping population health and well-
being is relatively small compared to other deter-
minants. It has been quantified at around 10% 
(Bibby 2017). Assuming that all health problems 
can be solved with better access to, and quality of 
health care services, is a problem referred to as 
‘medicalisation’ (Tanner 2014). Access to good 
health care is, of course, important, but if we 
only think about population health as driven by, 
and the responsibility of, health care services we 
erroneously ignore other vital determinants such 
as employment, economy, sanitation, and urban 
transport. 

The social determinants of a health model 
(SDOH) acknowledge the role of individual, 
neighbourhood, city, country, and planetary level 
factors in shaping health outcomes. Cities are a 
complex system, composed of natural, societal, 
and economic components, with multiple nodes 
of interactive relationships (Su et al. 2010). 
Furthermore, these elements are dynamic in 
nature: they are constantly changing (rapidly 
in developing countries). Consequently, the 
people living there are ‘constantly adapting to 
new opportunities and threats’ (Kearns et al. 
2007: 48). The health problems of modern 
cities are different from the past; in many loca-
tions they have shifted from communicable 
diseases to non-communicable diseases. This 
shift is partly the result of our way of life in 
urban spaces—the physical, social, economic, 
and political environment of the cities—func-
tioning as an ‘ecosystem’ within which residents 
exist. A framework is required that acknowl-
edges health and well-being as the result of 

interaction of factors at different levels. In 
this context, the SDOH model highlights the 
interplay between individuals and their environ-
ments, with key factors across various sectors 
influencing health outcomes. These include 
individual behaviours, social and community 
networks, and broader socio-economic policies. 
For example, housing quality, access to trans-
portation, and urban infrastructure directly affect 
physical health, while employment and educa-
tion opportunities impact economic stability and 
well-being. Governance and policy decisions 
further shape these determinants, illustrating the 
multi-layered nature of health gaps (Bentley, 
2014; Bronfenbrenner 1994; Shareck et al. 
2013). 

The SDOH model (see Fig. 5.2) acknowl-
edges that there is an ongoing interaction 
between these levels and their relationship is 
mutually reinforcing (Golden and Earp 2012). 
SDOH signifies the role of one’s exposure to 
day-to-day attributes at home, neighbourhoods, 
or at work for long-term health and well-being. 
Moreover, because of the comprehensive nature 
of SDOH, it offers more routes to dealing with 
complex urban health problems in the developing 
countries.

Many people who are new to thinking about 
health in cities arrive at the topic believing that 
individual lifestyle choices explain a huge propor-
tion of any variation in health between people 
and places. If some people seem less healthy than 
others, the typical assumption is that it must be 
down to the way they behave; perhaps they smoke, 
drink, eat poorly, and do not take enough care of 
themselves. The SDOH model understands that 
individual lifestyle choices are important causes 
of poor health, however, it gets us to ask, ‘what 
are the causes of those causes?’. In fact, evidence 
demonstrates that an individual’s lifestyle choices 
are strongly determined by his/her wider social, 
cultural, and economic environments in the first 
place. For example, if healthy food is expensive 
or hard to find in a neighbourhood, and alcohol 
is cheap, so the culture is to consume the latter 
in large quantities—a healthy lifestyle ‘choice’ 
in this case becomes very much harder at an 
individual level.
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Fig. 5.2 Conceptual framework from commission of SDOH. Source Solar and Irwin (2010: 6)

5.4 Neighbourhood Effects 
on Health 

There is a growing body of evidence which 
suggests that the differences in health between 
areas or neighbourhoods which we observe are 
partly created by the nature of the place itself, 
in terms of its economic, social, cultural, and 
physical environment (Agampodi et al. 2015; 
Bilger and Carrieri 2013; Pickett and Pearl 
2001). Natural and human-made factors present 
in neighbourhoods have an impact on the phys-
ical and/or mental health of the population. Neigh-
bourhoods hold and disperse the environmental 
‘goods’ and ‘bads’, the mechanism of which, 
according to Pearce (2015: 26) can be under-
stood as ‘environmental (in)justice and health’. 
The proximity to and concentration of health-
damaging factors (‘pathogenic’ such as pollution, 
crime) and health-promoting factor (‘salutogenic’ 
such as public parks, water bodies and healing 
places) in the neighbourhood often follow a 
distinctive pattern. While higher concentrations of 
pathogenic attributes are more commonly found 
in and around deprived neighbourhoods, saluto-
gens are usually more accessible and common in 
the least deprived neighbourhoods (Pearce 2015). 

The neighbourhood-level average health therefore 
often follows a gradient; an increase in deprivation 
is correlated with a decline in health (Bhandari 
et al. 2017). 

The socio-ecological model put forward by 
Bernard et al. (2007) provides and extends the 
idea of SDOH and proposes the identification and 
grouping of neighbourhood characteristics into 
physical and social influences (see Fig. 5.3).

Neighbourhoods in LMIC cities often face 
particularly stark adversities across many or 
all of the domains identified in this model, 
most particularly in those neighbourhoods that 
comprise informal settlements or slums (Riley 
et al. 2007). Poor housing conditions, lack of 
access to clean water and sanitation facilities, 
and exposure to environmental pollutants are 
all major risk factors for poor health and these 
exposures tend to be particularly high in some 
neighbourhoods in LMICs. Furthermore, macro-
scale economic and development issues such as 
poverty and limited access to (quality) educa-
tion also tend to be more prevalent in these 
settings. Such combinations of social and phys-
ical environmental factors create a daunting set 
of challenges for addressing health inequities in 
LMIC cities.
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Fig. 5.3 Neighbourhood 
environments and rules of 
access. Source Bernard 
et al. (2007: 1843)

5.4.1 The Neighbourhood 
Physical Environment 

The physical environment can be natural or 
human-made/built. The influence of physical 
environment on health and well-being is often 
determined by the proximity and/or extent 
of exposure to these environmental attributes. 
Growing evidence from LMIC cities has high-
lighted the importance of the physical environ-
ment in creating or addressing health inequali-
ties (Helbich et al. 2019; Jiao et al. 2018; Liu  
et al. 2019; Qiu et al. 2019; Tao et al. 2019; Zeng 
et al. 2010). Such studies have been able to iden-
tify a variety of physical environment attributes 
and measure their contribution to the health and 
well-being of the population. For example, while 
the problem of infectious diseases is generally in 
decline in LMIC cities, the neighbourhood phys-
ical environment still plays a role in their inci-
dence. Housing quality and proximity of open 
water bodies are causal factors in the endemicity 
of diseases such as malaria in some LMIC cities 
(Ngom and Siegmund 2015). Lack of proper sani-
tation and safe water supply is another impor-
tant influence, with poor sanitation linked both to 
infectious and non-communicable disease preva-
lence. Residents are also often aware of the toxi-
city of their environment. Perceptions of pollu-
tion or proximity to main roads has, for example, 

been shown to contribute to poor mental health 
and well-being (Ma et al. 2018). 

On the other hand, evidence also suggests 
protective roles for other neighbourhood char-
acteristics such as ambient greenness (Helbich 
et al. 2019; Liu et al. 2019; Qiu et al. 2019; 
Tao et al. 2019), proximity to parks, vehicular 
restriction, and street layouts (Tao et al. 2019) 
on both physical and mental health and well-
being. For example, our study at SHLC has shown 
that there is a 20% difference in the access 
to green spaces between the high and the low 
socio-economic status (SES) neighbourhoods (see 
Fig. 5.4). Access to nature is crucial for mental 
and physical health; however, the benefits are 
maximised only when these spaces are both high-
quality and safe (Slater et al. 2020). Poorly main-
tained or unsafe natural areas can discourage their 
health-promoting use, underlining the need for 
well-kept and secure environments (Austin 2021).

The level of physical activity is another 
important risk or protective factor for several 
Non-communicable diseases (NCDs). From the 
geographical perspective, engagement in physical 
activity is influenced by the supportive neighbour-
hood attributes (Gomez et al. 2010). Our study has 
found that almost half (47%) of the people did 
not engage in any form of physical activity in the 
week prior to survey and more than half (52%) 
of these residents reported not having access to
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Are there accessible parks or open spaces in your neighbourhood? 

Fig. 5.4 Accessible parks and open spaces by neighbourhood types in the SHLC cities. Source Primary survey, 2021

a park or green space in their neighbourhood. 
From the built environment perspective, the pres-
ence of active commute/cycle routes (Gomez et al. 
2015), protective streetscapes (traffic calming, 
safe street crossing) (Lopes et al. 2018) and walk-
able, connected streetscapes have been found to 
promote engagement in physical activity and to be 
associated with lower obesity rates (Araujo et al. 
2018). 

5.4.2 The Neighbourhood Social 
Environment 

A strong and close-knit neighbourhood can 
make an important contribution to the health 
and well-being of its residents. When people 
feel connected to their neighbours and have a 
sense of community, they are more likely to 
take care of their surroundings and look out for 
one another—the idea of informal reciprocity 
(Bernard et al. 2007). This creates a safer and 
more pleasant environment for everyone. Rela-
tionships with service providers, local managers 
and politicians are also an important component 
of the social environment. If residents do not 
trust these people, they will not engage with 

them. If there is no engagement, how will those 
service providers know what the residents need? 

Not surprisingly then, evidence suggests that 
social inequalities in health not only reflect the 
distribution of material (dis)advantage, but also 
the social environment (Uphoff et al. 2013; 
Wilkinson 1999). This is particularly relevant 
in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), 
where social inequality is pronounced, and 
institutional capacities are limited. Evidence 
suggests that the four sub-domains of social 
environment—institutions, community organisa-
tions, local sociability, and economic domain (as 
proposed by Bernard et al. 2007) (see Fig.  5.3) are  
relevant in understanding the roles of neighbour-
hood attributes in health and well-being in LMICs. 
Effective local governance structured around the 
institutions and community organisation is an 
important social-environmental factor that deter-
mines the service landscape within the cities and 
plays a significant role in shaping health outcomes 
(Thomson et al. 2019). The economic domain 
also plays a role in shaping health in LMICs, 
as constraints of urban poverty (individual-level) 
as well as area-level resources tend to be higher 
(Abascal et al. 2022). Another important factor is 
social cohesion—this is when people feel a sense
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of belonging to their community and have support 
networks in place. For example, studies have 
found that a high level of neighbourhood social 
capital, that is, membership of community organ-
isations, have protective benefits on mental health 
(Qiu et al. 2019; Wang et al. 2018a). Conversely, 
the presence of socio-economic inequalities has 
a detrimental effect on the health and well-
being of neighbourhood residents (Chiavegatto 
Filho et al. 2013; Liu et al. 2019; Wang et al. 
2018b). An unfavourable social environment is 
key to the existence of risk factors for NCDs, as 
well as the onset and prevalence of these long-
term health conditions. The higher neighbour-
hood SESs are found to be associated with better 
general health and well-being (Chen et al. 2017), 
lower rates of obesity (Araujo et al. 2018), healthy 
diet consumption (Pessoa et al. 2015), and lower 
substance (mis)use (Borges et al. 2019). 

5.5 Inequities Between 
Neighbourhoods 
in Health-Related Services 

Uneven or inequitable distribution of access to 
and quality of health services contributes to health 
inequalities between neighbourhoods, but other 
kinds of services also matter. The presence of 
institutions such as schools, finance, transport, and 
police in the neighbourhood makes a difference to 
the health and well-being of the people (Blas et al. 
2008). Availability is not the only characteristic 
that matters; quality and reliability are significant 
too. Where demand is particularly prevalent, for 
example, services can be overwhelmed leading to 
poorer quality. The unequal geographical distri-
bution of limited resources is a particular problem 
when it comes to access to health care services 
(Rathod et al. 2017; Shadmi et al. 2020). Disad-
vantaged groups often have less access to quality 
health care than other groups. In addition to there 
being fewer service outlets in poor neighbour-
hoods in the cities of LMICs, those available often 
are not of standard quality and do not satisfy the 
needs of the communities (Arroyave et al. 2021). 

See Fig. 5.5, which shows the level of satisfac-
tion of health services available in the neighbour-
hoods of SHLC cities. The services are of more 
acceptable quality in the richer neighbourhoods 
compared to those in poor neighbourhoods.

5.6 Neighbourhoods 
as Foundations 
for Achieving Urban Health 
SDGs 

How can we bring together such a complex story, 
and focus action? The Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) adopted by all United Nations 
member states in 2015 provide a shared blueprint 
for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, 
now and into the future. At its heart are the 17 
SDGs, which are an interconnected set of goals 
designed to be a ‘plan of action for people, planet 
and prosperity’ (UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (DESA) 2022). Though health and 
well-being are clearly addressed in SDG 3, health 
is also a determinant of SDG 11, which focuses 
on the creation of inclusive, safe, resilient, and 
sustainable cities (Ramirez-Rubio et al. 2019). 

City governments have been assigned a 
crucial role to play in the implementation of the 
SDGs and the New Urban Agenda (NUA). In 
addition to being home to more than half of the 
world’s population, cities are responsible for an 
unsustainable consumption pattern with more 
than 70% of global greenhouse gas emissions 
(Satterthwaite 2008). The New Urban Agenda, 
adopted in 2016, provides a comprehensive 
and integrated framework for sustainable urban 
development. It recognises that cities play a key 
role in achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals (Caprotti et al. 2017). While both initia-
tives are ambitious and progressive in nature, 
success relies on the effective involvement 
and engagement of cities and local authorities 
(Zinkernagel et al. 2018). In doing so, neigh-
bourhoods offer an appropriate entry point for 
actions to address disparities in health, and 
finally to achieve urban sustainability (Valencia
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How do you rate the health care you have received whilst living in this 

neighbourhood? 

Fig. 5.5 Level of satisfaction of health care provision in the neighbourhoods of SHLC cities. Source Primary survey, 
2021

et al. 2019). This, therefore, opens an avenue 
for wider research to explore the role of neigh-
bourhoods and their attributes as the primary 
determinants of health and well-being. 

However, while the importance of the social 
and environmental determinants of health is rela-
tively uncontested, the rapid unplanned urbanisa-
tion in developing countries is a challenge because 
even if planners and politicians know what kinds 
of neighbourhoods are required, they might not be 
in control of the neighbourhoods actually created. 
Poor or absent urban planning can create neigh-
bourhoods that promote and foster poor health 
behaviours, as well as threaten health directly 
via toxic or unsafe environments and hampering 
access to services (Maciejewska and Ulanicka-
Raczyńska 2023; Siri and Geddes 2022). 

5.7 Conclusion 

There are many opportunities to improve urban 
health by investing in infrastructure and services 
that promote health and well-being. For example, 
investing in public transport, green spaces, and 

walkable neighbourhoods can create healthy envi-
ronments that encourage physical activity and 
social interaction (Nawrath et al. 2022; Salvo 
et al. 2023). These investments also have the 
potential to create jobs and support economic 
development. In addition, cities need to create 
inclusive and resilient societies by reducing 
inequality, providing access to essential services, 
and promoting social cohesion. By implementing 
these measures, cities can make a major contribu-
tion to sustainable development. 

This chapter articulates the multifaceted 
influences of neighbourhood characteristics on 
health outcomes in LMICs, a subject critical 
in the era of rapid urbanisation. It underscores 
the influence of physical, social, and economic 
environments within neighbourhoods on the 
well-being of urban residents. By leveraging 
insights from the 14-city household survey, 
this chapter highlights the intricate ways in 
which neighbourhood factors can exacerbate 
or mitigate health disparities. It emphasises 
the potential of localised, neighbourhood-level 
interventions in advancing the health-related 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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We conclude by calling for targeted policy 
actions that harness the unique dynamics of 
LMIC urban neighbourhoods to foster healthier, 
more equitable urban communities. An approach 
rooted in understanding the SDOH model, and 
connecting it to the SDG framework could not 
only address health inequities but also contribute 
to the broader vision of sustainable urban devel-
opment. Neighbourhoods are a scale that matters 
for health and sustainability. They are where we 
observe health inequalities, but they might also be 
where we can begin to address them. 
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6Continuity or Change? Racial Segregation 
in Cape Town 

Justin Visagie , Ivan Turok, and Andreas Scheba 

Abstract 

Cape Town’s racial segregation has declined 
since 1994, but demographic shifts compli-
cate comparisons over time. We decompose 
post-apartheid segregation trends and examine 
neighbourhood-level patterns to distinguish 
between city demographic effects and deeper 
segregation changes. Most of the decline 
stems from citywide population growth among 
Africans, with limited evidence of deeper 
social integration. Yet there are some notable 
neighbourhood-level patterns. Middle-income 
corridors, such as along Voortrekker Road, 
show notable desegregation through black 
upward mobility, while former-white suburbs 
are changing slowly. Historic townships 
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remain predominantly black, reflecting persis-
tent housing market inequalities. Urbanisation 
is leading to densification in poorer areas away 
from the core rather than socio-spatial inte-
gration. Thus, while Cape Town appears less 
segregated, apartheid’s spatial legacy endures, 
as most black households remain priced out of 
former-white areas. 

Keywords 

Segregation · Racial integration · Spatial 
inequality · Neighbourhood inequality · Cape 
Town · South Africa 

6.1 Introduction 

South Africa has among the highest levels of 
income and wealth inequality in the world, and 
Cape Town is no exception. A recent book exam-
ining socio-economic inequalities ranked Cape 
Town as one of the most unequal cities among 
more than two dozen prominent metropolitan 
areas across the globe (Van Ham et al. 2021). 
While there is a large literature measuring national 
levels of inequality in South Africa (Francis and 
Webster 2019; Bhorat et al. 2021; Leibbrandt and 
Pabón 2021), there has been far less attention 
given to how such inequalities are generated and 
manifest at the local level, including in large cities 
such as Cape Town.
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An important issue is the extent to which South 
African cities have managed to break with the past 
in building more racially integrated and inclusive 
neighbourhoods. While the transition to democ-
racy in 1994 signalled an end to deliberately engi-
neered racial divisions, there are still stark differ-
ences in the quality of life at the neighbourhood 
level which correspond closely with the divides 
of the old apartheid city (Harrison et al 2014; 
McLennan et al 2016; Turok et al 2021; Lynge 
et al 2022; Maharaj 2020). For instance, former 
black townships continue to house the bulk of the 
population but are poorly located some distance 
away from economic opportunities concentrated 
in the city centre and suburban nodes.1 As a 
consequence, poorer urban residents can spend as 
much as 40% of their income on transport alone 
(Kerr 2017). The same poorer communities have 
much lower levels of education and struggle to 
compete in a slack labour market with extreme 
levels of unemployment (Crankshaw 2012). The 
ten wards in Cape Town with the highest rates 
of unemployment (over 50%) are all on the Cape 
Flats (Turok et al. 2020). This is the low-lying, flat 
area situated to the southeast of the city centre. 
During apartheid, approximately 150,000 black 
residents were resettled to the Cape Flats after 
being forcefully removed from inner-city areas 
(IJR 2019). 

The quality of public infrastructure provision is 
also very uneven across the city. The former white 
urban core continues to offer superior amenities, 
partly due to historic investments and planning 
for open spaces and greenery, but also because 
subsequent urban expansion has continued to be 
governed by formal town planning processes, 

1 Statistics South Africa, which administers the national 
census, uses the following terms with regard to popula-
tion groups: black African, coloured, white, Indian/Asian, 
other/unspecified. We make use of the same terminology 
in classifying race groups in this paper with the exception 
of distinguishing between ‘African’ and ‘black’. We use 
the label ‘African’ to refer to individuals of African native 
descent while ‘black’ is exclusively used to refer to non-
Whites (i.e. African, coloured and Indian). This language 
and labels are widespread in academic and policy docu-
ments and should in no way be interpreted as pejorative. 
At the same time, we recognise that like any racial categori-
sation, these labels are socially constructed and inherently 
flawed. 

which maintain high standards of urban design 
and service delivery. Affluent communities can 
also afford to subsidise or supplement essen-
tial services, such as through fee-paying schools, 
hospitals and security. By contrast, historically 
disadvantaged communities face serious backlogs 
in service provision, with a legacy of poor town 
planning for a growing population. The built envi-
ronment has expanded through a mix of state-
subsidised public housing alongside the unregu-
lated infill of rudimentary backyard structures and 
the growth of informal settlements that lack most 
services and facilities (Harrison et al 2014; Turok 
et al. 2020; Massey and Gunter 2020). 

There is little doubt that communities in 
different parts of Cape Town face very different 
standards of living and opportunity structures. 
Therefore, one might expect to see a significant 
reshuffling of individuals from less to more desir-
able neighbourhoods as their financial circum-
stances improve. However, while apartheid-era 
controls on the physical movement of individuals 
have long been abolished, people are limited in 
where they live based on what they can afford, 
irrespective of personal preferences or aspirations. 
This is exacerbated by a very steep house price 
gradient which could be getting worse (City of 
Cape Town 2021). In this way, the sorting of indi-
viduals by market forces, despite equal rights set 
out in the constitution, continues to drive segre-
gation. The emergence of the black middle class 
may have allowed for some reshuffling but only 
for a limited number of households who can afford 
to move into better areas. Quantitative estimates 
of the black middle class differ widely, depending 
on the definition, but are usually below 5 million 
(Schlemmer 2005; Visagie 2015; Southall 2016). 

The primary question addressed in this chapter 
is whether or not Cape Town is still characterised 
by racially divided neighbourhoods in light of 
entrenched social inequalities? Furthermore, we 
ask the following sub-questions: Has the transition 
to democracy translated into more racially inte-
grated neighbourhoods? Or does the city largely 
reflect continuity with the past? In particular, 
which parts of the city have the highest levels of 
racial segregation and which have been the most 
resistant to change? Are there positive examples
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of neighbourhoods which have experienced racial 
desegregation and why? The focus of the anal-
ysis is on measuring changes in racial segrega-
tion, although the underlying class dynamics are 
an important part of the interpretation. 

The contribution of the chapter to the liter-
ature is twofold. First, while there is a lot of 
evidence about socio-economic and race-based 
patterns of inequality at a national level, the 
geographic spread and changes in inequality at 
the neighbourhood level, including the degree 
of segregation, is understudied (Lynge et al. 
2022). The analysis of country-level inequality 
is blind to the extent of local inequalities or 
segregation and can even be misleading at the 
local level. The geographic separation between 
different groups is not wired into standard tools 
for measuring inequality such as the Gini coef-
ficient. In fact, if Gini inequality measures are 
crudely applied at a localised scale, disaggre-
gated inequality scores can improve with greater 
levels of spatial inequality, because localities 
would be more homogenous in themselves. It 
is instructive to visually map patterns of racial 
segregation in Cape Town and to assess which 
areas have experienced most and least change. 
We make use of a variety of maps as well as a 
segregation plot tool to show how the full sample 
of neighbourhoods in Cape Town are ranked 
from the most to least segregated. 

Second, we present a more thorough and 
comprehensive assessment of changes in racial 
segregation than prior studies. Related analyses 
of the pace and scale of racial desegregation in 
South African cities are hampered by method-
ological concerns that have led to mixed find-
ings (Schensul and Heller 2011; Hamann and 
Horn 2015; Crankshaw 2022). A key challenge 
is that citywide demographic changes under-
mine common statistical indicators of segrega-
tion, such as the dissimilarity index or entropy 
index, because of the mathematical properties of 
the formulae. This is the case in Cape Town, where 
the white and coloured population shares have 
fallen significantly, with the African share rising. 
Our solution is to employ a type of segregation 
index (known as the M-index) which allows us 

to explicitly decompose the influence of demo-
graphic changes and allow for a robust compar-
ison of ‘pure’ segregation scores over time (i.e. 
holding constant the influence of wider demo-
graphic changes). 

6.2 Literature: Studies of Racial 
Segregation in South Africa 

There is mixed evidence about the extent of racial 
desegregation in post-apartheid cities including 
Cape Town. The earliest studies by Christopher 
(2005a, 2005b), based on the 1996 and 2001 
census for a full sample of South African cities and 
towns, report that desegregation is ‘progressing at 
a very slow pace’. Schensul and Heller (2011: 26) 
agree that there is ‘little change beyond perhaps 
a slow and small erosion’ when examining the 
index of dissimilarity for eThekwini. Hamann and 
Horn (2015) find almost no change in a multi-
group segregation index for Tshwane between 
1991 and 2011. Finally, Katumba (2019) reports 
that ‘patterns of racial integration across Gauteng 
have remained similar from 1996 to 2018’. 

By contrast, a number of other studies, particu-
larly when including data from Census 2011, tend 
to paint a more positive view. For instance, Parry 
and Eeden (2014: 47) find evidence that ‘the level 
of segregation has exhibited a consistent down-
ward trend in both Johannesburg and Cape Town’. 
Solomon (2023: 23) produces a wide variety of 
dissimilarity scores for both race and class (by 
occupation) for Cape Town and notes that most 
scores improve over the period although racial 
segregation is ‘still the more dominant of the two’. 

One reason for mixed evidence about the 
pace of desegregation in South African cities 
is purely methodological. While citywide segre-
gation scores, such as the index of dissimi-
larity, are widespread in the literature because of 
their simplicity and elegance, a direct compar-
ison between different cities or different groups 
can be misleading in cases where the baseline 
proportions are fundamentally different. This is 
also true when comparing changes for a particular 
city over a long period of time if there has been
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significant demographic change—which is the 
case in most South African cities. This is a point 
raised by Crankshaw (2022) in discussing why 
there are sometimes conflicting findings about the 
rate of desegregation in Johannesburg. Crankshaw 
(2022: 168) warns that ‘…the dissimilarity index 
should never be used to compare segregation 
levels using data for cities with different total 
racial proportions. Nor should the index be used to 
compare segregation levels in the same city if the 
total racial proportions of the population change 
over time’. Notwithstanding these methodolog-
ical concerns, the above studies tend to agree 
that South African cities display extreme levels 
of social or racial segregation, even if the pace 
of change, and rankings between cities is a moot 
point. 

A complementary approach to estimating a 
single summary measure of segregation is to 
examine changes at the neighbourhood level. This 
includes descriptive changes on maps, but also 
calculating localised segregation indices for each 
neighbourhood. 

For instance, Parry and Eeden (2014) examine 
localised segregation scores at a variety of spatial 
scales for Cape Town and Johannesburg. They 
find general improvements in racial diversity 
across both cities with the exception of former 
African and coloured townships which remain 
highly segregated. This is the view of Geyer and 
Mohammed (2016) who examine neighbourhood-
level changes in Cape Town with a focus on ‘hyper 
segregation’. They argue that poorer communities 
get trapped in a negative cycle of disinvestment 
and decay as upwardly mobile residents exit as 
soon as they get a chance. The result is the perpetu-
ation of relatively homogenous and impoverished 
‘ethnic enclaves’. 

Ballard et al. (2021) examine ward-level 
demographic data for the Gauteng city-region. 
They show that it is affluent neighbourhoods in 
particular which have experienced the greatest 
racial desegregation. Crankshaw (2022) presents 
similar evidence for Johannesburg. However, 
he adds that racial integration is contingent on 
affordability and shows that transformation has 
been most rapid in middle-class neighbourhoods 
(note: these are probably closer to working class 

neighbourhoods compared with income levels in 
Northern cities) where property prices are more 
affordable and there is greater availability of 
rental housing stock. 

Crankshaw (2022) backs up this view of 
class-driven racial integration by showing that 
black residents living in affluent neighbourhoods 
tend to be employed in high-earning occupations. 
Similarly, Turok et al. (2021) and Ballard et al. 
(2021) examine occupational or class-based 
segregation in Cape Town and Johannesburg 
respectively. Interestingly, they both report that 
aggregated class-based segregation scores dimin-
ished noticeably over the period, especially in 
Cape Town. At the neighbourhood level, this 
change appears to have been driven by a slight 
dilution of top occupations in affluent neigh-
bourhoods through spreading out into adjacent 
neighbourhoods. 

In summary, neighbourhood-level studies of 
segregation are better suited and more consistent 
in their findings than citywide single summary 
measures. A key message is that an increase in 
racial integration is often noticeable in affluent 
neighbourhoods but most so in middle income 
neighbourhoods which are more affordable (these 
might be interpreted as lower ‘middle class’ 
compared with the average South African). By 
contrast, many poorer communities, particularly 
former townships, have remained highly segre-
gated. Stronger population growth in poorer 
communities amplifies this effect. This also 
explains why some studies disagree about the 
overall extent of racial desegregation at the city 
level because different neighbourhoods seem to 
have experienced quite different demographic and 
social processes. 

6.3 Data and Methods 

The data for this chapter comes from the South 
African censuses for 1996, 2001 and 2011. The 
data is analysed at a granular ‘sub-place’ or census 
tract level. While ward data is more commonly 
utilised by metropolitan municipalities for regular 
reporting, ward boundaries sometimes include 
neighbouring communities of different social
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Fig. 6.1 Aggregate demographic change in Cape Town, 1996–2011. Source Census 1996, 2001 and 2011 

standing which are in fact physically separate. 
Hence, the more fine-grained sub-place spatial 
units are preferable. The sub-place administra-
tive boundaries have also been harmonised to 
match exactly between census years due to a few 
cases where there were changes in the bound-
aries over time, as released by Quantec (2016). 
There are a total of 889 sub-places in the Cape 
Town sample which each include less than 10,000 
persons, notwithstanding a few exceptions. Sub-
places may vary widely in geographic size but 
tend to keep total population numbers reasonably 
consistent. 

For the purposes of this study, we are inter-
ested in segregation as the extent of spatial ‘clus-
tering’ (or the converse of integration as the extent 
of ‘evenness’) (Massey and Denton 1988; Feitosa 
et al. 2007). Hence segregation is defined as the 
extent to which a particular group is represented 
within a sub-unit to the same degree that they are 
for the city as a whole. For example, in the case of 
Cape Town in 2011, a perfectly racially integrated 
census tract of 100 persons would match the city-
wide demographic shares exactly of 43 individ-
uals who are coloured, 40 Africans, 16 whites and 
1 Indian (see Fig. 6.1 for demographic shares). 
In other words, segregation as defined here (as in 
most other studies) should always be interpreted 
and understood in reference to the city’s overall 
demographic shares. This is our definition of pure 
segregation. 

A related, but distinct, concept is exposure 
(or its converse, isolation) which is the extent 

of mixing between groups. Exposure/isolation is 
independent of the overall population shares.2 In 
our example of a 100-person census tract in Cape 
Town, perfect exposure would mean an equal split 
between African, white, coloured and Indian indi-
viduals, or in other words, 25 persons from each 
demographic group. Hence it is neither realistic 
nor feasible to expect perfect mixing or exposure 
in each and every Census tract (and mathemati-
cally impossible) although it is still an important 
concept to bear in mind. 

Many studies of segregation make use of 
a statistical index to provide a one-number 
summary of the degree of segregation (Reardon 
and O’Sullivan 2004; Feitosa et al. 2007; Mora  
and Ruiz-Castillo 2011). This is also the case for 
studies of segregation for South African cities as 
discussed above. 

The most common measure of segregation is 
the index of dissimilarity or D-Index (see Box 6.1 
for mathematical specification). A large attraction 
of the D-index is its simplicity and ease of inter-
pretation. The index score, which ranges from 0 
(perfect integration) to 1 (perfect segregation), can 
be interpreted as the proportion of the population 
that would need to move in order to achieve perfect

2 Massey and Denton (1988) identify five distinct dimen-
sions of segregation: (i) evenness (ii) exposure/isolation 
(iii) concentration or density (iv) centralization (v) clus-
tering. However, Reardon and O’Sullivan (2004) clarify  
that these categories can be simplified into just two dimen-
sions on the continuum between (i) ‘evenness/clustering’ 
and (ii) ‘isolation/exposure’. 
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integration. A limitation of the D-index is that it 
is constructed as a comparison between only two 
groups (e.g. African and white, or white and non-
white). This is an obvious drawback when most 
large cities have representation from more than 
two race or ethnic groups. The D-index also does 
not have a local level application, or in other words 
a score for each neighbourhood. 

Box 6.1: 

Mathematical formula for the Index of 
Dissimilarity (D-index) [two groups] 

The index of dissimilarity for two groups 
in a particular location is expressed as: 

D index = 1 
2 

N∑

i=1

∣∣∣∣
ai 
A 

− bi 
B

∣∣∣∣

where i is a census tract, N is the total 
number of tracts in the area of study, a is 
race group 1 in tract i, A is the total popu-
lation of race group 1, b is race group 2 in 
tract i, and B is the total population of race 
group 2. 

Another well-known measure of segregation is 
Theil’s entropy index or H-index (also commonly 
calculated in studies of inequality) (see Box 6.2 for 
the mathematical specification of H-index). Like 
the D-index, the H-index also varies between 0 
(perfect integration) and 1 (perfect segregation) 
although the interpretation is less intuitive. The H-
index can be understood as the average difference 
between a unit’s group proportions and that of the 
system as a whole. In studies of income inequality, 
it measures the statistical ‘distance’ that the popu-
lation is away from the state of everyone having 
the same income. In studies of segregation, it 
measures the distance that the population is away 
from a state in which every neighbourhood is 
perfectly integrated. The main attraction of the H-
index is that it can be used to measure multi-group 
segregation. It can also be easily adapted to give a 
local census tract segregation score. We make use 

of a segregation plot tool to visually show the rank-
ings of neighbourhoods sorted from least to most 
segregation based on the local H score (Elbers and 
Gruijters 2022). 

A major problem with one-number summary 
indicators of segregation, like the D and H index, is 
that they struggle to disentangle different compo-
nents of the segregation score which are funda-
mental to comparing levels of segregation over 
time, across countries or cities, or between ethnic 
or race groups (Grusky and Charles 1998; Elbers 
2021; Crankshaw 2022). For example, changes 
in the demographic shares over time, or distribu-
tions between different census tracts, also impact 
on the calculation of final segregation scores. 
The literature sometimes refers to this as the 
issue of ‘margin-dependency’ which is refer-
encing the mathematical properties of the formula 
when summing up the baselines or margins (for 
instance, across racial population shares, or across 
census tract population shares). This is distinct 
from what is sometimes referred to as ‘pure’ 
or structural segregation which is a comparison 
between two scenarios where the margins (such 
as the racial shares and total population size) are 
identical (i.e. apples with apples) although this 
seldom happens in practice (see Box 6.2 for a 
further discussion). 

The solution applied in this chapter is to 
decompose the source of the change to segre-
gation into each of these components (Elbers 
2021; Mora and Ruiz-Castillo 2011). Rather than 
attempting a margin-free measurement of segre-
gation at each point in time, we instead acknowl-
edge and measure the contribution from each. 
This is done by calculating and decomposing the 
Mutual Information or M-index (which is a closely 
related component of the H-index) (see Box 6.3 
for mathematical specification of M-index). 

Box 6.2: 

Illustrative example of margin-dependency 
in the calculation of segregation scores 

Segregation by gender in the workplace
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The issue of margin dependency can be 
illustrated by the following example: 

For the baseline scenario, imagine a 
region or city with a total workforce of 
50 males and 50 females working in either 
manufacturing or agriculture. Each sector is 
the same size (50 persons in each sector) 
but manufacturing (agriculture) is heavily 
skewed towards males (females). There are 
only 10 females (40 males) working in 
manufacturing and 40 females (10 males) 
working in agriculture. Let us consider the 
impact on the measurement of segregation 
by gender in the workforce in the following 
two scenarios. 

In scenario 1, the number of females 
in the workforce is increased by tenfold 
from 50 to 500 while the number of males 
does not change [we also assume industry 
demand changes accordingly so there is no 
unemployment]. If we also hold constant 
the share of females allocated between 
sectors (so that among females a 20% share 
work in manufacturing, and 80% in agri-
culture– as previously in the baseline) our 
manufacturing sector now consists of 40 
males (unchanged) and 100 females, and 
the agricultural sector consists of 10 males 
(unchanged) and 400 females. 

In this new scenario, the manufacturing 
sector appears to be much less segregated 
because females outnumber males in manu-
facturing. However, upon closer inspection, 
the sector is still heavily biased towards 
males. The degree of ‘pure’ segregation 
has not changed. Instead it is the change 
in ‘gender margins’ which is responsible 
for the increase in females within manufac-
turing. In other words, the increase in labour 
force participation for females, rather than 
a deeper shift in segregation, is responsible 
for the change. 

In scenario 2, the number of workers 
in manufacturing increases tenfold from 
50 to 500 while demand for agriculture is 
unchanged [assuming the workforce grows 

to match the change in industry demand]. 
If we hold constant the share of female 
workers within the manufacturing sector, 
than there would be 100 females and 400 
males working in manufacturing. 

Notice that in this scenario, the number 
of females working in manufacturing is 
greater in absolute number than females 
working in agriculture (100 female workers 
in manufacturing, and 40 female workers 
in agriculture) but there is still a heavy 
bias towards males in manufacturing. Once 
again, the degree of ‘pure’ segregation has 
not changed. Instead, it is the change in 
‘sector margins’ which is responsible for 
the increase in female workers in manufac-
turing. In other words, it is industrialisa-
tion, rather than an improvement in ‘pure’ 
segregation, which explains the change. 

A salient point from these scenarios 
is that changes in the margins do reflect 
a change in segregation on the ground. 
However, the underlying source of this 
change is distinct from what might be iden-
tified as a pure or structural changes in 
segregation. This is why different statistical 
segregation scores can sometimes diverge 
depending on how they approach the issue 
of margin dependency. 

(Note: for our study of racial segrega-
tion, ‘gender’ is analogous to race and the 
‘sector’ is analogous to neighbourhood or 
census tract.) 

Box 6.3: 

Mathematical formula for Mutual Informa-
tion Index (M-index) and Theil’s Entropy 
Index (H-index) [multiple groups] 

The Mutual Information Index and 
Theil’s Entropy Index are closely related 
statistical measures and are derived through 
the following estimation procedure:
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First, the entropy score (h) is calculated 
for each census tract i: 

hi = −  
k∑

j=1 

pi j  ln(pi j  ) (6.1) 

where i is a census tract, k is the total number 
of race groups j, pij is the population share 
of the jth race group in census tract i. 

In a similar manner, the citywide entropy 
score (E) is calculated as: 

E = −  
k∑

j=1 

p j ln( p j ) (6.2) 

The Mutual Information Index (M) is 
estimated by taking the difference between 
each census tract’s entropy score and the 
citywide entropy score. The census tract 
scores are added together and weighted by 
their population share into a single aggre-
gated indicator: 

M index = 
N∑

i=1 

[ti (E − hi )] (6.3) 

where ti is the proportion of the total popu-
lation in census tract i, N is the total number 
of census tracts 

Theil’s Entropy Index (H) is estimated 
through the same procedure, but in addition, 
the scores are standardised to a range of 0 
and 1 by dividing by the citywide entropy 
score: 

H index = 
N∑

i=1

[
ti (E − hi ) 

E

]
(6.4) 

Therefore the H-index and M-index are 
interrelated in that: 

H = M 

E 
(6.5) 

where H is the H-index (4), M is the M-
index (3) and E is the citywide entropy score 
(2). 

It should also be noted that both the H and 
M index are produced by summing together 
the weighted local scores for each tract. 
Hence, local M and H scores for each neigh-
bourhood can be reported although neither 
of these local scores is constrained to fall 
between 0 and 1. 

Local H-index score: 

Local H score = (E − hi ) 
E 

(6.5) 

Local M-index score: 

Local M score = (E − hi ) (6.6) 

For the purposes of this study, the decomposi-
tion of the M-index allows us to be specific about 
the sources of change in Cape Town’s segregation 
score over the period. The four components of the 
decomposition include: 

i. Racial group margins: this component 
captures the impact of changing demographic 
shares on the calculation of the M-index. The 
intuition is that faster population growth for a 
particular race group makes it easier for there 
to be greater exposure to that group which 
can lower the overall segregation score.3 For 
example, in Cape Town, Africans experience 
far higher population growth over the period 
which means that we would expect the share of 
Africans to rise across all neighbourhoods— 
because the share of Africans is rising at 
the city level. This means that former white 
wealthy neighbourhoods can experience a rise 
in their share of Africans but this does not 
reflect pure racial desegregation (as a statis-
tical measure—see also Box 6.2) if it is only  
in line with citywide demographic change.

3 If all race groups experience exactly the same rate of 
population growth, then the racial shares would be constant 
and there would be no impact from ‘racial margins’ over 
time. 
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ii. Census tract margins: this component 
captures the impact of changing population 
shares between neighbourhoods on the calcu-
lation of the M-index. The intuition is that 
some neighbourhoods have higher levels of 
segregation than others. Hence, if there is 
faster population growth in those neighbour-
hoods, it can lead to greater segregation 
overall. For example, in Cape Town, popu-
lation growth is often highest on the Cape 
Flats in racially homogenous black townships 
which means more people live in highly segre-
gated neighbourhoods. This means a rise in 
the citywide segregation score over time, even 
if the extent of racial mixing (i.e. pure segre-
gation in each neighbourhood) is unchanged. 

iii. Additions/removals: this component 
captures the impact on the calculation of 
the M-index when adding or deleting partic-
ular sub-places (as defined by the census 
tracts). The impact on the citywide level of 
segregation could be positive or negative 
depending on the degree of segregation in 
each sub-place appearing or disappearing. 
For instance, in Cape Town new neighbour-
hoods can form through illegal occupations or 
approved formal developments. In practice, 
sub-places do not tend to appear or disappear 
because new neighbourhoods tend to occur 
on parcels of land which are already included 
as part of existing sub-places. 

iv. Pure segregation: this component captures 
the impact of the distribution of racial shares 
on the calculation of the M-index. In this 
instance, the influence of other components 
(racial group margins, census tract margins, 
additions/subtracts) are already accounted for. 
So any change to the level of segregation 
on the M-index is purely due to structural 
changes in racial mixing i.e. pure segregation. 

As a final step, we also make use of the M-
index to calculate and illustrate local segregation 
scores (which we adjust to reflect ‘pure segrega-
tion’ when comparing changes over time) (see 
Box 6.3 for the mathematical specification of 
local M scores). Local segregation scores help 
draw attention to which parts of Cape Town are 

most segregated and which have experienced the 
most, or least, change. This is critical in offering 
more depth and nuance to the aggregated city-
wide segregation measure which fails to highlight 
how different neighbourhoods often experience 
different trends. 

6.4 Results 

6.4.1 A Descriptive Review 
of Racial Desegregation 
in Cape Town 

A striking feature of population data for Cape 
Town over the period 1996–2011 is a process 
of fairly rapid demographic change. Figure 6.1 
shows the absolute and relative change in the 
number of individuals represented by each 
demographic group in the city. The demographic 
profile of Cape Town in 2011 is fairly distinct 
with a majority share for coloureds (43%), 
followed by Africans (40%) and whites (16%). 
This is different from country-level demo-
graphics in 2011 which was majority African 
(79%) with much smaller shares for coloureds 
(9%) and whites (9%). In fact, only 20% of 
South African municipalities in 2011 registered 
a minority share for Africans (which includes 
the case of Cape Town). 

Figure 6.1 shows how the population shares 
across demographic groups changed significantly 
between 1996 and 2011 in Cape Town. This is 
because of a large increase for Africans from just 
26% of the population in 1996 to 40% of the 
population in 2011. These changes are even more 
pronounced when looking at absolute numbers. 
Africans increased in size by more than 800,000 
persons which is almost double that of all other 
groups combined. While none of the population 
groups experienced a population decline, the rela-
tive growth rates work out very differently with a 
126% increase in the number of Africans, 28% 
for coloureds and 8% for whites over the 15-
year period. This means that the African popula-
tion grew in size 4.5 times faster than the growth 
among coloureds and more than 15 times faster 
than the growth among whites.
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Panel A Panel B 

Panel C Panel D 

Fig. 6.2 Demographic change at the neighbourhood level in Cape Town, 1996–2011. Source Census 1996 and 2011, 
harmonised sub-place tracts (Quantec 2016) 

These contrasting demographic trends have 
clear implications for the extent of racial mixing 
across the city over time. Figure 6.2 (Panels A, 
B, C and D) shows descriptive changes to the 
demography of the city at the neighbourhood 
level. 

Panel A shows the raw population numbers by 
race in 2011 (where 1 dot represents 100 persons). 
The visualisation is striking in the extent of simi-
larity with apartheid-era settlement patterns and 
the obvious degree of racial segregation in many 
parts of the city. The most intense concentration 
of Africans is on the Cape Flats in large town-
ships such as Khayelitsha, Langa and Mfuleni. 
These are clearly distinct from coloured townships 
on the Cape Flats such as Athlone, Philippi and 
Mitchells Plain. You can also make out Rylands, 
a former Indian township on the Cape Flats. Many 
former white areas are still dominated by whites, 

such as Durbanville, Bellville and Milnerton in 
the Northern Suburbs, Camps Bay and Llandudno 
on the Atlantic Seaboard and Constantia in the 
Southern suburbs. 

There are obvious divides between histori-
cally white neighbourhoods in the Southern and 
Northern suburbs, moving outwards to coloured 
communities on the margins of the Cape Flats and 
finally African communities at the centre of the 
Cape Flats. There are also other noticeable racial 
enclaves for African and coloured communities 
such as Masiphumelele near Noordhoek, Dunoon 
near Bloubergstrand and Nomzamo in Somerset 
West. Informal settlements are also identified as 
racially segregated spaces with dense concentra-
tions of Africans in settlements such as Imizamo 
Yethu in Hout Bay, Joe Slovo Park near Milnerton, 
Wallacedene in Kraaifontein and many parts of the 
Cape Flats. A few informal settlements are located
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in relative close proximity to neighbouring White 
(and affluent) neighbourhoods, such as Joe Slovo 
Park, but it is hard to argue that this represents 
racial desegregation even if the distance between 
communities is closer. 

Yet despite continuity with historic patterns of 
segregation in Cape Town, there is also evidence 
of change. Panels B, C and D of Fig. 6.2 show the 
percentage point change in the share of African, 
coloured and white race groups within each sub-
place respectively between 1996 and 2011. The 
picture is not static. For instance, many neigh-
bourhoods in and around the City Bowl have 
noticeably changed in character to become fairly 
diverse and even majority black. This starts in 
the CBD and moves up towards the Southern 
suburbs including Woodstock, Salt River, Obser-
vatory and Rosebank. Another example is along 
the Voortrekker corridor with large increases in 
both coloured and African populations. This is the 
area stretching along Voortrekker Road below the 
N1 highway starting from the Salt River Circle 
to Stikland Bridge, and includes parts of Mait-
land, Goodwood, Parrow and Belville. There are 
also signs of racial change along the border of 
the Southern Suburbs and the Cape Flats such 
as in Wynberg, Kenilworth, Plumstead and Diep 
River. Even within the Cape Flats, there are some 
places which appear to have become more inte-
grated (between coloureds and Africans), such as 
parts of Delft and Philippi. 

The areas of greatest change tend to be middle 
income neighbourhoods (or lower ‘middle class’), 
and usually with higher densities, which points 
to the role of affordability and class mobility in 
enabling racial integration. Wealthy neighbour-
hoods do show rising numbers of black house-
holds, but at a slower rate compared to better 
priced areas. 

Overall, the descriptive evidence shown in 
Figs. 6.1 and 6.2 presents a mixed picture of 
racial desegregation in the city of Cape Town. On 
the one hand, there are still many racial enclaves 
such as townships within the Cape Flats, informal 
settlements and affluent suburbs. Continuity with 
the apartheid city is unmistakable. On the other, 
there are signs of change, particularly in and 
around the City bowl as well as in some former 

white affluent neighbourhoods. Middle-income 
neighbourhoods appear to be most conducive in 
supporting racial integration arguably because of 
greater affordability. 

6.4.2 Statistical Measures 
of Desegregation in Cape 
Town 

What is the net impact in terms of the level 
of segregation in Cape Town between 1996 and 
2011? What is the contribution from densification 
in poorer parts of the city? What is the contri-
bution to racial mixing from faster population 
growth among Africans? Is there a deeper struc-
tural change in the spread of race groups in neigh-
bourhoods or, in other words, the level of ‘pure’ 
desegregation? 

These questions are better answered by statis-
tical segregation measures as discussed in the 
data and methods section. Figure 6.3 presents 
the results for the Dissimilarity Index (D-index) 
(for Africans/whites and blacks/whites), Theil’s 
Multigroup Index (H-index) and the Mutual 
Information Index (M-index). They all represent 
perfect integration as 0 with perfect segregation 
as 1.4 

South African cities reflect extreme scores 
compared to studies of segregation in other coun-
tries (Van Ham et al. 2021). The dissimilarity 
indices are much closer to the upper bound of 
1 than to the lower bound of 0. The implica-
tion is that the city of Cape Town is still highly 
segregated. For instance, an African/white D-
index of 0.88 in 2011 means that 88% of whites 
(or Africans) would need to relocate in order 
to achieve perfect integration between these two 
groups. The black/white D-index is very similar 
at 0.87 in 2011. 

Figure 6.3 shows more variation when 
comparing the trends over time for each of 
the segregation measures. This is in terms of the

4 The exception is the M-index which does not have a 
uniform upper bound although a higher number would 
represent greater segregation. In fact, the H-index is a trans-
formation of the M-index into a standardised form from 0 
to 1.
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Fig. 6.3 Segregation score 
indicators, 1996, 2001 and 
2011. Note *Black here 
refers to non-white (i.e. 
grouping together 
coloured, African and 
Indian population groups). 
Source Census 1996, 2011 
and 2011, harmonised 
sub-place tracts (Quantec 
2016)
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magnitude of the change rather than the direc-
tion. The indices suggest that segregation score 
for Cape Town declined very little between 1996 
and 2001. The reduction was more noticeable 
over the period 2001 and 2011, particularly for 
both multi-group indicators (H-index and M-
index). Overall, the multi-group indictors fell by 
9 to 11 index points over the period compared to 
only 2 to 5 index points for the D-indices. 

Table 6.1 goes further to decompose the 
specific sources of the reduction calculated in the 
M-index between 1996 and 2011. The M-index 
declined by a significant, but modest, 10.9 index 
points (or a 13.9% decline) over the period. The 
observed decline is split between changes in (i) 
racial group margins (i.e. demographic change) 
(ii) census tract margins (i.e. changes in popula-
tion intensity across neighbourhoods) (iii) addi-
tions/removals of Census tract units; and (iv) pure 
segregation (i.e. racial mixing after controlling 
for other components) (see: data and methods 
section above). An apparent reduction in segrega-
tion attributable to citywide demographic changes 
is quite different from a deeper structural shift 
in the racial shares of neighbourhoods i.e. pure 
desegregation. 

The first component, changes to racial group 
margins, makes the greatest contribution to 
reducing levels of segregation in Cape Town, and 
by a long way. What this component means is 
that the stronger population growth for Africans 
(and to a lesser extent coloureds) in comparison 
to whites naturally causes desegregation in Cape 
Town. This is because, even if we assume the 

Table 6.1 Decomposition of the change in segregation 
score (M-index) 

Estimate Std error % share  

M-index 

1996 0.783 0.000 

2011 0.674 0.000 

Decomposition 

Index change −0.108 0.001 100.0 

Racial group margins −0.110 0.001 101.7 

Census tract margins 0.016 0.001 −15.0 

Additions 0.000 0.000 −0.2 

Removals 0.001 0.000 −1.0 

Pure segregation −0.016 0.001 14.5 

Source Census 1996 and 2011, harmonised sub-place tracts 
(Quantec 2016)

relative share of Africans across all neighbour-
hoods does not change (i.e. the absolute number 
of Africans increases by the same percentage in 
all neighbourhoods), stronger population growth 
for Africans relative to other groups means that 
the share of Africans within each neighbour-
hood is also rising. The implication is that we 
expect many former white middle-class neigh-
bourhoods to now have a higher share of Africans. 
However, it is important to realise that this change 
is simply in line with demographic shifts for 
the whole city. It is a form of desegregation— 
because more Africans are entering former white 
neighbourhoods—however strictly speaking, this 
is not structural, because we would expect as much 
because of macro level changes in the citywide
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population shares (i.e. statistically, this is not pure 
desegregation).

The second component, changes in census tract 
margins, is responsible for a slight increase in 
the segregation score. What this means is that 
population growth tended to be stronger in neigh-
bourhoods with higher segregation scores. This is 
because densification occurred in poorer commu-
nities, such as townships and informal settlements, 
which remain highly segregated spaces. In prac-
tice, these populations expanded through delivery 
of state-subsidised housing as well as informal 
processes of densification such as backyarding, 
subdivisions and informal settlements. This had 
the effect of adding to the level of segregation. 

The third component, additions or removals in 
census tracts, had almost no impact on the segrega-
tion score. This makes sense because the number 
of populated sub-places is very consistent over the 
period.In other words, only a tiny share of Census 
sub-places either fall away or appear for the first 
time in containing people. Hence the contribution 
from this component can effectively be ignored. 

The final component, changes in pure segre-
gation, is of prime interest in understanding the 
reduction in segregation in Cape Town over the 
period. Pure segregation represents the extent to 
which the racial shares in each neighbourhood 
align with or differ from the citywide shares. It 
is disentangled from the influence of the other 
components (as listed above), and is the ‘strict’ 
meaning behind segregation. While the extent of 
pure segregation in Cape Town has reduced, its 
contribution to the overall decline is small. In 
fact, its contribution to the decline is only 15% 
in comparison to the contribution of the racial 
group margins score. Hence, the impact from pure 
desegregation is small. 

In summary, Cape Town experienced mild 
desegregation over the fifteen-year period as regis-
tered by a fall in the M-index of nearly 14% 
between 1996 and 2011. Interestingly a decompo-
sition of the components of change suggests that 
the observed decline was in line with a higher rate 
of population growth among Africans (and to a 
lesser extent for coloureds) (known as racial group 
margins). This implies that we should expect 

to find more blacks in former white neighbour-
hoods because of citywide demographic change. 
The structural pattern of racial mixing (i.e. pure 
segregation) for Cape Town, after controlling for 
changing demographic shares, contributed only 
slightly to desegregation over time. 

As a final step in the statistical measurement 
of segregation, we can also calculate local segre-
gation scores for different parts of the city, and 
also calculate a change in ‘pure segregation’ for 
each neighbourhood over time (i.e. adjusted net 
of race and census group margins). The results of 
this exercise are captured in Fig. 6.4.

First, it is interesting to see that the places with 
the highest segregation scores are often in affluent 
neighbourhoods in the northern and southern 
suburbs (see Fig. 6.4: Panel A). Even though many 
former white neighbourhoods contain a mix of 
racial groups in practice, the fact that whites have 
a low share at the city level (only 16% in 2011) 
means that they are grossly over-represented in 
these areas. For instance, suburbs such as Bish-
opscourt, Newlands, Bantry Bay, Bothasig and 
Brackenfell North have high segregation scores 
even though they are at least 25% black. That 
said, there are still affluent suburbs that are over 
90% white, such as Sonstraal in Durbanville, 
Dennendal in Tokai, and Kommetjie. By compar-
ison, most neighbourhoods in the Cape Flats tend 
to have lower segregation scores even though 
they are extremely homogenous. For example, 
Gugulethu and Khayelitsha are 98% African while 
Hanover Park and Parkwood are 96% coloured. 
The local segregation scores are more flattering 
in townships than in suburbs because African and 
coloured populations are more numerous at the 
citywide level. This recognises the fact that it is 
arithmetically ‘easier’ for these neighbourhoods 
to be more homogenous. 

Panel B of Fig. 6.4 shows how local segre-
gation changed over the period 1996 and 2011, 
after adjusting for margins in order to reflect 
the pure segregation effect. The figure reveals 
how different parts of the city experience oppo-
site trends, with some neighbourhoods becoming 
more segregated while others become less segre-
gated. This is why the net impact is small in
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Figure. 6.4 Local segregation scores, 1996–2011. Notes Local segregation scores are derived from the M-index. Source 
Census 1996 and 2011, harmonised sub-place tracts (Quantec 2016)

Table 6.1. It is important to note that many wealthy 
neighbourhoods actually become more segregated 
over time even though they experience an inflow 
of black residents. This apparent contradiction is 
explained by the fact that one would expect some 
growth of black residents because of their stronger 
population growth. In practice, these neighbour-
hoods have been slow to change. Yet there are 
also positive cases of transformation. This is most 
noticeable for a lengthy stretch of middle-income 
(or lower middle class) neighbourhoods starting in 
the inner city in Woodstock and moving along the 
Voortrekker corridor to Kraaifontein in the North-
East. There are also other clusters which became 
less racially segregated, such as around Milnerton, 
Blouberg and some parts of the Cape Flats. 

6.5 Conclusion 

The chapter has attempted to answer the question: 
has Cape Town experienced racial desegregation 
since the transition to democracy? The answer 
is not straightforward. Even though apartheid-era 
restrictions on place of residence have long been 
abolished, people are constrained in where they 
can live by affordability. Indeed, the literature 
on racial desegregation in South African cities 
presents a mixed picture of progress. 

On the surface, we confirm that there has been 
progress in the extent of racial desegregation in 
Cape Town. Several indices of segregation show 

decline over the period 1996, 2001 and 2011, 
although from a very high level. This reflects an 
increase in the share of black individuals in some 
wealthy neighbourhoods. However, the biggest 
changes have been in middle-income neighbour-
hoods and around the inner city and along the 
Voortrekker corridor. Meanwhile, many large 
townships on the Cape Flats, such as Khayelitsha 
and Mitchells Plain, have retained their profiles 
as predominately African or coloured settlements. 
These places have also experienced higher popu-
lation growth. 

A deeper interrogation of the sources of deseg-
regation suggest that qualifications need to be 
added. A key finding is that the main reason behind 
desegregation in Cape Town is closely related to 
demographic change. Growth in the population of 
Africans is some 15 times faster than whites and 
4.5 times faster than coloureds. This requires that 
former white neighbourhoods absorb more black 
households at a faster rate over time just to main-
tain the same level of pure segregation. This also 
implies that the distribution of Africans between 
neighbourhoods does not change. In contrast, 
the impact of pure desegregation (i.e. holding 
constant the contribution of demographic change) 
is positive but very small at only 15% of the 
size of demographic change. In fact, many former 
white suburbs regressed (despite some inflow of 
black households) because the pace of change was 
too slow. In addition, strong population growth in 
highly segregated places, such as the townships,
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had the net effect of cancelling out the contribution 
from a slight improvement in the degree of pure 
segregation. In the end, Cape Town has become 
slightly less segregated, but mainly because of its 
skewed demographic growth. 

The main implication for policy is that reducing 
racial segregation in South African cities demands 
a more proactive stance from the state. The sorting 
of households based on income and affordability 
continues to limit the options available to poorer 
groups who remain mostly black. It has been 
middle income (or lower middle class) neighbour-
hoods which have been most conducive to racial 
integration but these standards are still unafford-
able for the average black South African. There is 
a limit to growth of the black middle class, with a 
poor economic outlook for the country in the fore-
seeable future. The state cannot rely on the market 
forces alone to achieve racial desegregation. Nor 
is it desirable for South African cities to simply 
replaceracewithclass -basedformsofsegregation. 

In the light of stark contrasts in opportu-
nities and amenities between neighbourhoods, 
creating more affordable housing options in well-
located areas is one of several crucial mecha-
nisms for economic inclusion and social inte-
gration. A second mechanism is to improve the 
education and vocational skills of black house-
holds to enable them to compete more effec-
tively in the labour market. Third, it is impor-
tant to increase the employment opportunities in 
and around poorer communities to raise household 
incomes and facilitate social and spatial mobility. 

A critical area for further research is to under-
stand how changes to the built environment, 
including formal and informal processes of 
housing formation and densification, are related to 
demographic outcomes. Supporting the creation, 
a variety of private and public housing options 
is crucial for promoting affordability and in 
breaking down race and class barriers. In addi-
tion, it is interesting to explicitly consider how 
class-based measures of segregation correlate and 
compare with race. 
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R, Janssen H (eds) Urban socio-economic segregation 
and income inequality: A global perspective. Springer, 
Cham 

Visagie J (2015) Growth of the middle class: two perspec-
tives that matter for policy. Dev South Afr 32(1):3–24. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835x.2014.965387 

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in 
any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to 
the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made. 

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license, 
unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons 
license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to 
obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12132-014-9231-7
https://doi.org/10.1111/saje.12161
https://doi.org/10.36634/IUCM9765
https://doi.org/10.36634/IUCM9765
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780192894199.013.9
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780192894199.013.9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-25369-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/03736245.2015.1028980
https://doi.org/10.1080/03736245.2014.924868
https://doi.org/10.1080/03736245.2014.924868
https://www.easydata.co.za/
https://www.easydata.co.za/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2010.00980.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2010.00980.x
https://doi.org/10.31124/advance.24124851.v2
https://doi.org/10.31124/advance.24124851.v2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-64569-4_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-64569-4_4
https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835x.2014.965387
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


7Measuring Local Exposure to Economic 
Inequality in the City of Johannesburg 

Halfdan Lynge, David Everatt , and Samy Katumba 

Abstract 

This chapter introduces a novel methodology 
for measuring local exposure to economic 
inequality in South Africa, specifically 
focusing on the City of Johannesburg. Using 
census data, the study calculates Gini-like 
coefficients for 5800 neighbourhoods, consid-
ering both within-neighbourhood inequality 
and inequality within specified radii around 
each neighbourhood. The research addresses a 
significant gap in understanding how directly 
experienced inequality differs from aware-
ness of inequality, particularly relevant in 
South Africa’s context of extreme economic 
disparity and apartheid-legacy spatial plan-
ning. While primarily methodological, the 
study yields empirical insights into Johannes-
burg’s inequality patterns. By analysing census 
tracts as neighbourhood proxies, the research 
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contributes to the literature on ‘neighbourhood 
effects’ while acknowledging the limitations 
of using administrative constructs for spatial 
analysis. The findings lay groundwork for 
future research on local inequality exposure. 
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7.1 Introduction 

South Africa is among the most unequal countries 
in the world (Sulla et al. 2022). However, at local 
level, these inequalities are often hidden. Due to 
the legacies of apartheid spatial planning, most 
South Africans live in neighbourhoods that are 
relatively homogeneous. Poorer (predominantly 
black) people live among other poorer (predom-
inantly black) South African communities in 
former townships. Similarly, wealthier (predom-
inantly white) South Africans live among other 
wealthier (predominantly white) South Africans, 
in the suburbs.1 

1 It is recognised from evidence that suburbia is begin-
ning to deracialise, certainly in the City of Johannesburg, 
as upwardly mobile non-white South Africans move to 
the more affluent northern neighbourhoods (Everatt et al. 
2020).
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Economic inequality affects human behaviour. 
However, it does so in different ways. Knowing 
about inequality is one thing. Experiencing it on a 
daily basis is something else. While the effects of 
the former have been examined, in surveys and 
controlled experiments, the effects of the latter 
remain largely unexplored.2 The main reason for 
this, the authors believe, is methodological. It is 
easy to manipulate survey respondents and partici-
pants in laboratory experiments by providing them 
with information, images, or staged actions repre-
senting inequality, and measuring their responses. 
It is far more complex to measure their exposure 
to economic inequality as they go about their daily 
lives. 

This chapter takes a first stab at measuring local 
exposure to economic inequality. It does so by 
calculating and mapping Gini-like coefficients for 
5800 neighbourhoods across the City of Johannes-
burg. The coefficients draw on household income 
data extracted from census data and calculated 
for concentric circles around each neighbour-
hood. This means they measure the degree of 
inequality not just within each neighbourhood but 
also in a specified radius around them. The main 
objective is methodological: to create a measure 
of local exposure to economic inequality and 
lay the groundwork for future research which 
would contribute to the literature on ‘neighbour-
hood effects’ (see Galster 2012 for an overview). 
However, by calculating and mapping the measure 
across the City of Johannesburg, the chapter also 
generates interesting empirical findings in their 
own right. 

In this chapter, ‘neighbourhoods’ are defined 
as bundles of spatially based attributes associ-
ated with clusters of residences (Galster 2001: 
2112) and official census tracts are used as proxies. 
While the limitations of using census tracts as 
proxies are recognised—as ‘legal–administrative 
constructs that […] embody specific political and 
administrative objectives of the government and 
the national statistics office’ (Lynge et al. 2022: 

2 For rare exceptions, see McLennan et al. (2016) and Sands 
and de Kadt (2020). 

620)—they nevertheless have value in neighbour-
hood research. First, they are statistically conve-
nient units (Delmelle 2015) that have already 
been used in other studies (Delmelle 2015, 2017; 
Hincks 2015, 2017), including in South Africa 
(Lynge et al. 2022). Second, they are the smallest 
spatial unit for which census data are available in 
South Africa. 

The chapter is structured as follows. First, 
the background is provided and the chapter is 
situated in the literature on space and inequality. 
Second, the relevant literature is reviewed, 
focusing on two central concepts or ideas: expo-
sure to economic inequality and residential 
segregation. People are exposed to economic 
inequality in different ways and at different 
levels. The focus of this chapter is primary 
exposure at local level. This means the measure 
of exposure to economic inequality adopted in 
this study must capture economic inequality at 
neighbourhood level and take into consideration 
the degree of residential segregation. Third, the 
literature on economic inequality and residen-
tial segregation in South Africa is reviewed in 
order to contextualise the empirical findings of 
the chapter. Fourth, the measure of exposure to 
economic inequality is calculated and mapped 
across the City of Johannesburg, and the patterns 
that emerge are discussed. Finally, conclusions 
are drawn by reflecting on the limitations of 
the measure, summarising the key empirical 
findings, and discussing future research. 

7.2 Space and Inequality 

Inequality is inherently relational, as the distribu-
tion of goods and services, needs and opportu-
nities, is influenced by power. If poverty is ‘the 
condition of basic lack’ (Soudien et al. 2019: 3),  
analysing inequality can help understand power 
dynamics and the socio-political formations they 
create in society (here, at neighbourhood level), 
such as clearly defined areas of poverty or of afflu-
ence and so on. This also explains why tackling 
poverty—changing the conditions under which 
poor people live—is far easier, politically, than 
tackling inequality, which requires redistribution
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from those with to those without. The challenge 
comes in seeking to understand the impact of 
inequality. Poverty and its pernicious effects are 
frequently measured using the multiple global and 
local indicators and methodologies that exist. This 
is not true for inequality. 

In the South African literature, Soudien et al. 
(2019: 5) argue that the impacts of inequality—the 
differential and unequal states in which different 
people and groups find themselves—are clear: 

In the common spaces in which human beings 
find themselves, geographically of course, but criti-
cally, also socially, they occupy very different posi-
tions of power and possibility. Some have access to 
material resources. Others do not. Some are able 
to experience, beyond the material, a bounteous 
sense of providence. They have the confidence to 
be what they want to be, to do things. Others, by 
contrast, feel only debilitating affliction—affliction 
which impacts upon their sense of self, of self-
worth and of possibility. They doubt themselves 
immensely […] Enablement and disempowerment 
are distributed very differentially. It is precisely 
here, at the conjunction of these disparate material 
and psychological states that the difficulties arise. 
(Soudien et al. 2019: 5)  

These observations operate well on a large 
canvas, though what kind of research informed 
them is not made clear. In the literature, spatial 
inequality rapidly morphs into debates about 
spatial justice. At national, provincial or even city 
scales, spatial justice arguments are measurable. 
Israel and Frenkel’s (2018) comment—drawing 
on Sen (1995, 2008)—that the ‘extent to which 
these capabilities are equally distributed in space 
will define whether a given spatial arrangement 
is (un)just’ (Israel & Frenkel 2018: 648), is more 
easily said than measured or analysed when the 
focus is on the individual located within their own 
very local space. 

The focus of this study is on the micro-scale, 
looking to see if the impact of income inequality 
on people in neighbourhoods can be measured, 
and then (if it can) to measure what impact it has 
on them. It may well be that at that micro-scale, 
people are not marked in their everyday lives by 
inequality per se, unlike the immediacy of poverty, 
which is not relational. Do people in deprived or 
under-served spaces think about those living else-
where, in well-served areas, transforming spatial 

injustice into a process of thought, reflection 
and action? As it is, according to one commen-
tator, ‘current discussions on spatial justice are 
moralising’ (Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2010: 
205). 

The starting point is to see if and with what 
level of accuracy inequality can be measured, 
using a Gini-like coefficient, at suburb or neigh-
bourhood levels. If the City of Johannesburg is 
profoundly unequal, what can be and should be 
done about it? South Africa’s National Develop-
ment Plan, and its accompanying Vision 2030, 
say very little about inequality at all; and even 
less about how to reduce it. Primarily, reducing 
inequality is seen as a natural result of functional 
policies and institutions. If education works as 
planned, inequality will diminish; if the economy 
grows and is inclusive, inequality will drop, and 
so on. 

The study also tries to locate and analyse 
inequality in space. For some this is a require-
ment, that ‘one cannot understand social life 
without understanding the arrangements of partic-
ular social actors in particular social times and 
places […] Social facts are located’ (Abbott 1997: 
1152). Part of the challenge, at this stage of the 
research, is to focus on thepossibilities of measure-
ment of exposure to economic inequality at low 
level, rather than immediately engage in the social 
justice debates that accompany spatial inequality. 
There is a dialectic at work: inequality is relational, 
not absolute; and spatial justice is concerned with 
‘thesocial justiceofdistributions inspaceorwithin 
and across territories that is being evaluated’ (Pirie 
1983: 470). As Pirie (1983: 471) noted, ‘space has 
been treated in the familiar way as some sort of 
container, or as an existing or physical expression 
made up of individual locations and their distance 
relations’, but if space is ‘a social creation […] 
a structure created by society and not merely as 
a context for society’ it requires more nuanced 
attention. As Dikeç (2001: 1797) noted, 

If one holds the hypothesis that space is socially 
produced—and is not simply a container—there are 
important implications to be drawn from the ‘segre-
gation problem’: segregation is not a question of 
distribution in space, but of spatialization itself. It 
is the very structural dynamics of the spatial organ-
ising processes in the city—and not simply some
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‘distributive force’ external to space, distributing 
each to his or her ‘proper’ place. (Dikeç 2001: 1797) 

These dynamics create spatially discrete 
pockets of poverty and wealth. Space itself 
is implicated, rather than providing simply a 
container or frame. Dikeç (2001: 1797) goes 
on to note that spatial dynamics (deriving from 
the way power is exercised) ‘contribute to 
the formation of such segregated areas with a 
concentration of poverty’ and oblige a group of 
people to live there, often replicated over gener-
ations. Soja (2009: 3) argued that class, race, 
and gender were the ‘three most familiar forces 
shaping locational and spatial discrimination’; 
but the political organisation of space—partic-
ularly acute in post-apartheid South Africa— 
bears ‘the imprint of colonial and/or military 
geographies of social control’ (Soja 2009: 3).  

7.3 Exposure to Economic 
Inequality 

Economic inequality is associated with a range 
of negative outcomes. Research in economics 
has found that countries with higher levels of 
economic inequality have lower growth rates 
(Alesina and Rodrik 1994; Easterly  2007; Persson 
and Tabellini 1994),3 are less likely to sustain 
growth over time (Berg and Ostry 2011), and 
tend to translate growth into wealth accumu-
lation among the already wealthy (Piketty and 
Saez 2014). The negative outcomes are not 
limited to economic growth. Research across the 
social sciences has demonstrated that economic 
inequality is associated also with poorer physical 
health, both among the poor (Wilkinson 1992) 
and also the wealthy (Subramanian and Kawachi 
2006); higher levels of obesity and obesity-related 
deaths (Pickett 2005); poorer mental health, 
measured as mental illness (Burns et al. 2014) and 
depression (Messias et al. 2011);  lower levels of  
general well-being (Oishi et al. 2011; Posel and 
Casale 2011; Schneider 2016); higher crime rates, 
especially for murder and assault (Hsieh and Pugh 
1993) higher levels of social distrust (Delhey and 

3 The authors recognise that this has been challenged 
(Banerjee and Duflo 2003; Barro 2000). 

Dragolov 2014) lower levels of political partic-
ipation (Solt 2008, 2010) and a range of other 
negative outcomes, including drug abuse, teenage 
pregnancy, racism, and incarceration (reviewed in 
Wilkinson and Pickett 2009). 

The associations have been attributed— 
at least, partially—to psychological and 
behavioural processes at the individual level 
(Easterly 2007; Kondo et al. 2009; Pickett 
and Wilkinson 2015; Uslaner and Brown 
2005). Experimental research has studied these 
processes by ‘treating’ individuals with informa-
tion about inequality or about their relative posi-
tion in an inequality distribution. This research 
suggests that information about inequality 
lowers levels of generosity (Côté et al. 2015) 
and cooperation (Nishi et al. 2015) increases 
status anxiety and risk-taking (Mishra et al. 
2015; Payne et al. 2017); shapes beliefs about 
inequality and economic opportunity (Davidai 
2018; McCall et al. 2017) suppresses trust in the 
government (Kuziemko et al. 2015); increases 
support for organised labour (Kane and Newman 
2019) increases beliefs in the legitimacy of 
inequality (Bénabou and Tirole 2006; Trump  
2018), and—under certain conditions—affects 
support for redistribution (Trump 2021). 

People are exposed to economic inequality in 
different ways and at different levels. At the inter-
national level it is observed between countries 
or what is commonly referred to as the Global 
North and Global South. At national level, it 
typically manifests itself as economic inequality 
between regions or cities and across different 
population groups (e.g. gender, race, age, etc.). At 
local level, economic inequality is visible within 
and between neighbourhoods, in the workplace, 
among friends, or even within families. The extent 
to which individuals are exposed to economic 
inequality is determined by their encounters with 
people from different economic classes (primary 
exposure), and by the information they receive 
about economic inequality through friends, fami-
lies, or the media (secondary exposure). Expo-
sure to economic inequality is thus determined 
by space (where people live, work, and socialise), 
individual characteristics (e.g. friend and family
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relationships and interest in obtaining informa-
tion), and societal characteristics (e.g. supply of 
information provided through the media). 

This study focuses on exposure to economic 
inequality at the local level; more specifically, 
how the neighbourhood in which people reside 
affects their primary exposure to economic 
inequality. This requires a measure that captures 
economic inequality at neighbourhood-level and 
takes into consideration the degree of residential 
segregation. As already noted, neighbourhoods 
in South Africa are relatively homogeneous: 
poorer South Africans live among other poorer 
South Africans. What matters therefore is the 
relative location of neighbourhoods: whether 
poorer South Africans are exposed to wealthier 
South Africans in nearby neighbourhoods, and 
vice versa. In the following section, some of the 
problems with measuring residential segregation 
are discussed. 

7.4 Residential Segregation 

A lot of the existing research on residential 
segregation has been limited by its reliance on 
measures that do not adequately capture space. 
Several papers have pointed out that the most 
widely used measures—the dissimilarity index, 
the exposure index, the variance ratio index, 
and the entropy-based information index—are 
essentially aspatial (Grannis 2002; Massey 
and Denton 1988; Morrill 1991; Reardon and 
O’Sullivan 2004; Wong 1993, 2002). Concretely, 
the papers point out two problems. The first is 
the checkerboard problem (Morrill 1991; White 
1983), which arises when measures of residen-
tial segregation do not take into consideration 
the relative location of neighbourhoods. To 
illustrate, consider a checkerboard where each 
square represents a neighbourhood. The neigh-
bourhoods are all homogeneous, but they are 
surrounded by others with different characteris-
tics, which means they are exposed to variation. 
Now, imagine rearranging the checkerboard with 
all of the black squares on one side and all of 
the white squares on the other. Still the neigh-
bourhoods are homogeneous but, in addition, 

most of them are now surrounded by neighbour-
hoods with similar characteristics. A meaningful 
measure of residential segregation should change 
when we rearrange the checkerboard. Aspatial 
measures do not. 

The second problem is the modifiable areal 
unit problem (MAUP). The MAUP arises 
because the data that is often used in neigh-
bourhood research is collected, aggregated, 
and reported for spatial units. In the case of 
census data, this would be the census tracts. This 
implies that two households at opposite ends of 
the same spatial unit are presumed to be closer 
than two households across the road from each 
other but located in different spatial units. In 
South Africa, this is a pronounced problem, as 
census tracts and other spatial units used in the 
census are often demarcated by roads. Again, 
a meaningful measure of residential segrega-
tion should capture this dimension. Aspatial 
measures do not do this. 

Reviewing the most widely used measures of 
residential segregation, Reardon and O’Sullivan 
(2004: 124–125) suggest that two primary 
dimensions of segregation are identified: (1) 
spatial exposure (or isolation), and (2) spatial 
evenness (or clustering). Spatial exposure, they 
state, refers to ‘the extent that members of one 
group encounter members of another group (or 
their own group, in the case of spatial isola-
tion) in their local spatial environments’; while 
spatial evenness, or clustering, refers to ‘the 
extent to which groups are similarly distributed 
in residential space’. 

To demonstrate the difference between spatial 
exposure (or isolation) and spatial evenness (or 
clustering), Reardon and O’Sullivan present a 
diagram, recreated in Fig. 7.1. Imagine the white 
dots represent poorer neighbourhoods, while 
the black dots represent wealthier neighbour-
hoods. The horizontal axis captures the degree 
of spatial exposure (or isolation), while the 
vertical axis captures the degree of spatial even-
ness (or clustering). The result is four distinct 
patterns capturing four distinct types of residen-
tial segregation. In the upper half, the wealthier 
neighbourhoods are evenly distributed, while in 
the lower half, they are concentrated in larger or
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Fig. 7.1 Dimensions of 
segregation. Source 
Adapted from Reardon 
and O’Sullivan (2004) 

smaller clusters. On the left side, the wealthier 
neighbourhoods are generally isolated, while 
on the right side they are exposed to poorer 
neighbourhoods. 

Again, the focus of this study is on local 
exposure to economic inequality. This means the 
measures adopted must take into consideration 
both dimensions of residential segregation and 
minimise both the checkerboard problem and 
the MAUP. Reardon and O’Sullivan (2004: 124) 
suggest that ‘a segregation measure that used 
information on the exact locations of individuals 
and their proximities to one another in residential 
space could eliminate the checkerboard problem 
and MAUP issues entirely’. Unfortunately, such 
fine-grained, geo-referenced data is unavailable 
in South Africa. Instead, information about the 
income distribution in neighbourhoods has been 
used, which is represented by census tracts; the 
locations of neighbourhoods; and their proxim-
ities to one another. This, however, does not 
fully address the checkerboard problem and the 
MAUP, as discussed later. However, it does allow 
an estimation of primary exposure: the likeli-
hood that the residents in a neighbourhood will 
encounter residents from another neighbourhood 
belonging to a different economic class. 

7.5 Economic Inequality 
and Residential Segregation 
in South Africa 

In this chapter, a general measure of local expo-
sure to economic inequality is created. It is calcu-
lated and mapped specifically for the City of 
Johannesburg. This is done to demonstrate the 
measure. However, calculating and mapping the 
measure for the City of Johannesburg generate 
interesting empirical findings in their own right. 
To contextualise these findings, in the following, 
economic inequality and residential segregation 
in South Africa is briefly discussed, drawing on 
literature and descriptive statistics. 

South Africa had a Gini coefficient of 0.67 
in 2018 (World Bank 2023), one of the highest 
in the world. The wealthiest 10% of the popula-
tion, mainly white, earn about 50% of the national 
income, while the poorest 10%, mainly black, earn 
less than 0.1%. Inequality in assets is even higher, 
and intergenerational mobility is low, meaning 
inequalities are passed down from generation to 
generation with little change over time. A recent 
paper from the Southern Centre for Inequality 
Studies estimates that the wealthiest 10% of the 
population own 86% of the national wealth and 
that approximately one-third of this is owned by 
the wealthiest 0.1% (Chatterjee et al. 2020). 

Economic inequality is starkest in South 
Africa’s larger cities (metropolitan municipali-
ties). Images of affluent, leafy neighbourhoods
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separated from destitute, informal settlements 
only by a fence or a wall have popularised the 
idea that South Africans from different ends of 
the income distribution scale live right next door 
to each other. While the images certainly capture 
the inequalities of the country, and while there 
are some places where economic inequality 
is this visible, the reality is that most South 
Africans live in racially, socially, and econom-
ically homogeneous neighbourhoods, relatively 
speaking. Moreover, both South Africa’s racist 
past and ongoing racialised inequality have 
ensured that, for elites, in particular, there is 
little need to be anywhere near the poverty that 
undergirds the city. 

Intra-neighbourhood homogeneity and inter-
neighbourhood inequality are legacies of South 
Africa’s apartheid past. People of colour (black 
African, coloured, and Indian)4 were removed 
from designated ‘white areas’ and forced into 
townships, usually on the margins of the cities. 
Rivers, mine dumps, highways, railways, and 
industrial zones were used as barriers, ensuring 
that movement in and out of the townships, and 
into ‘white’ suburbs and cities, was kept under 
control. As urbanisation increased, more town-
ships were created to contain especially the Black 
African population, who were prohibited from 
owning property and starting most types of busi-
nesses and were required to carry an internal 
passport (the hated ‘dompas’) to move around. 

The transition to democracy in 1994 paved the 
way for a reform of cities. The 1996 Constitu-
tion gave the state powers to expropriate land. 
However, in line with the political settlement, 
little was subsequently done to address the 
spatial inequalities and injustices of the past 
and reform South African cities. The govern-
ment adopted a market-oriented approach to land 
reform. Poverty was addressed through large 
social welfare programmes and investments in 
public services and infrastructure. However, there 
was no integrated approach to spatial transfor-
mation in cities, with government and the ruling 
African National Congress (ANC) seemingly 

4 Race classifications currently used by Statistics South 
Africa (Stats SA) have been used. 

more concerned with developing the country’s 
rural hinterlands (Ebrahim and Everatt 2023). 

Figure 7.2 plots annual household income 
across the City of Johannesburg. Each dot 
on the map represents 20 households. Race 
(whose patterns are known, and which are sadly 
predictable) has been deliberately ignored and 
this paper exclusively looks at annual household 
income. Households have been trichotomised into 
the ‘poor’ (ranging from no income to ZAR 
76,400/USD 3960 per annum), a ‘middle-income’ 
group (between ZAR 76,401/USD 3961 and ZAR 
614,400/USD 31,850), and the ‘wealthy’ (ZAR 
614,001/USD 31,851 or greater annual income). 
These are rough and ready divisions, for the 
purpose of showing general distribution. Light 
grey dots represent poor households, darker grey 
are the middle-income households, and black dots 
are the wealthy households.

Immediately visible (and reflecting the City of 
Johannesburg’s apartheid past and current situa-
tion) are the wealthier north and the poorer south. 
The two large concentrations of poor households 
that are in the north are found in an apartheid-era 
township, Ivory Park, and a more recent informal 
settlement-turned-township, Diepsloot. Much of 
the light grey scattering within the otherwise 
darker grey and black northern suburbs repre-
sents poorly paid (but locally resident) cleaners, 
gardeners, and others who attend to the wealthy. 
The remainder are either the middle-income or 
the wealthy, with Sandton containing some of the 
most expensive real estate in Africa and housing 
some of Johannesburg’s wealthiest residents. 

The very large light grey concentration that 
bisects the lower portion of the map (i.e. a concen-
tration of poorer households) represents Soweto, 
the largest township in South Africa, with Kagiso 
further to the west. The light grey, however, 
continues further south to include large informal 
settlements, such as Orange Farm. The west to 
east line of lighter grey that bisects Johannes-
burg (just above Soweto) is the old gold mining 
belt, which gave rise to Johannesburg’s existence, 
with many townships and informal settlements 
running along the belt (these would have been 
controlled labour pools under apartheid, many 
are now re-mining old mine dumps and mines).
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Fig. 7.2 Annual 
household income 
distribution. Source 
Authors 2021

Using a variable such as annual household income 
reveals how a homogenous city can be pictured, 
viewed at city scale; the heterogeneity in the north 
sees the middle income and wealthy classes living 
cheek-by-jowl, as do the poor in the south. But 
beneath the broad sweep, the appearance of the 
poor, middle-income, and wealthy households in 
all parts of the city beg for analysis at a smaller 
scale than the city alone. 

7.6 Creating a Measure of Local 
Exposure to Economic 
Inequality 

A description of the measure of local exposure to 
economic inequality is given here. To create the 
measure, the following steps were taken. First, 
a data set containing information about house-
hold income in every neighbourhood in the city of 
Johannesburg was compiled. Data was extracted 

from the 2011 census.5 The small area layer 
(SAL), which is the smallest geographical unit 
for which census data is available was used. The 
SAL uses census tracts, known in South Africa as 
enumeration areas (EA). Where EAs have a popu-
lation below 500, they are merged with neigh-
bouring EAs to protect the identity of the indi-
viduals. The result is a data set with information 
about household income in 5800 SAL polygons 
in the City of Johannesburg. 

Second, concentric circles were drawn around 
each of 5800 SAL polygons (represented by their 
centroids) at a radius of 500 m, 1000 m, and 
2000 m, and aggregated the data within each 
circle. As explained above, the SAL polygons are 
census tracts (or merged tracts), demarcated on the 
basis of population density and administrative and 
logistical considerations. This means they vary in 
size. Polygons with higher population densities 
tend to be smaller. By drawing concentric circles

5 A census was completed in 2022 but the data is not yet 
available. 
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Fig. 7.3 Local exposure 
to income inequality 
(500 m radius around 
neighbourhoods). Source 
Authors 2021 

around the polygons, the degree of economic 
inequality was captured, not just within neigh-
bourhoods but also in nearby neighbourhoods and 
hence the local exposure. 

Third, the Gini-like coefficients for each of 
the 5800 SAL polygons were calculated. The 
2011 census contains information about house-
hold income but only as income categories. For 
each of the SAL polygons it is known how many 
households have an annual income between ZAR 
0 and 4800 (USD 0 and 250), between ZAR 4801 
and 9600 (USD 250 and 500), between ZAR 9601 
and 19,600 (USD 500 and 1000), and so on. To 
calculate the coefficients, it was assumed that all 
of the households in each income category had 
an income equal to the midpoint of that category. 
This is obviously suboptimal. However, without 
information about the distribution within each 
category, it seems the most defensible solution. 

Fourth, the coefficients were plotted, using heat 
maps. They are provided in Figs. 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5. 
The maps capture the local exposure to economic 
or specifically income inequality in each neigh-
bourhood in the City of Johannesburg. Light grey 

means low exposure; dark grey means high expo-
sure. Note that the exposure bands differ for each 
of the maps.

7.7 Empirical Findings 

The three maps provide a fascinating sequence 
which is analysed below. Taken either individ-
ually or together, the maps suggest that high 
local exposure to economic inequality is most 
common in poor areas. Where the household 
income map suggested homogeneity in poorer 
areas and heterogeneity in better-off and wealthy 
areas, the choropleth maps of inequality show 
how the middle classes are cocooned in neigh-
bourhoods with low population density and high 
homogeneity. Their exposure to different (lower) 
income groups is very low; neighbourhoods are 
dispersed because of low densities; and when 
traversing neighbourhoods, middle-class people 
are mainly being exposed to other middle-class 
people. The opposite is true of poorer areas, which
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Fig. 7.4 Local exposure 
to income inequality 
(1000 m radius around 
neighbourhoods). Source 
Authors 2021 

Figure. 7.5 Local 
exposure to income 
inequality (2000 m radius 
around neighbourhoods). 
Source Authors 2021
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are made up of smaller plots with higher densi-
ties, so there is a proximate need to traverse many 
smaller neighbourhoods, encountering more or 
less poor people in nearby neighbourhoods. 

Turning first to the final (2 km radius) map, 
which tends to emphasise city-wide patterns 
because of the 2 km distance, the pattern is clear: 
people living in the affluent northern suburbs of 
Johannesburg are least likely in the city to come 
into contact with people of a different class status 
where they live. Their exposure score is very low, 
and they live in and near consistently well-off 
areas. It should be noted that these suburbs tend 
to have houses on very large plots, with long 
distances to drive before encountering areas like 
Ivory Park or Diepsloot, the closest townships. 
The suburbs are cocooning residents in spaces of 
affluence, with little exposure to inequality. The 
pattern is less clear but still holds in the 500 m and 
1 km radius maps, which show that some expo-
sure does occur, although it is very slight, moving 
between the lowest (0–0.52) and second lowest 
(0.53–0.59) levels. 

So, the first key finding is that well-off resi-
dents of Johannesburg’s northern suburbs are least 
likely to be troubled by exposure to inequality. 
When this does occur, it is on the low side when 
measured for Johannesburg as a whole. There are 
other small pockets of low exposure dotted around 
the city, but they do not form a coherent pattern. 
The swathe of suburbia that stretches from Rood-
epoort to Midrand is home (as seen earlier) to 
affluent residents and who, as noted, are likely 
untouched by exposure to inequality. 

Even as suburbia deracialises, it does so within 
clear class lines. The poor are not moving to 
the former white northern suburbs, but affluent 
Africans, coloureds and Indians are doing so. As 
a result, while exposure to people of different races 
may have increased at local level—in the form of 
neighbours—exposure to different classes barely 
occurs beyond domestic staff. The people who 
most benefited from apartheid are most shielded 
from the day-to-day challenges of democracy. 

In all the maps, certain areas remain stubbornly 
dark (high exposure to inequality), namely town-
ships and informal settlements. These include 
Diepsloot and Ivory Park (as above), Soweto, 

Orange Farm, Weilers Farm, Lenasia (an area 
designated for Indians under apartheid and now 
the site of significant informality and associated 
poverty), Alexandra, and virtually all townships: 
Tokoza, Evaton, Sebokeng, Boipatong, Katle-
hong, Vosloorus, Sharpeville, and more (not all 
are labelled in the map). Before analysing this 
in any detail, we should be clear that the poorer 
(and poorest) parts of the city are home to the 
greatest exposure to inequality where people live, 
be it measured at 500 m, 100 m or 2000 m. 

This is a remarkable finding. Rather than being 
sites of undifferentiated and unchanging poverty, 
the townships and some informal settlements 
are home to change and vibrancy. Exposure to 
economic inequality is very high: and it is expo-
sure to inequality, not sameness. This is not univer-
sally true, however: informal settlements, espe-
cially large ones such as Orange Farm and Diep-
sloot (which include formal and informal areas) 
and others which can be found on the fringes 
of virtually all formal areas (barring suburbia), 
show an undifferentiated but high exposure. That 
is, there are many encounters occurring, but 
like is encountering like, mirroring the experi-
ence of those in suburbia at the opposite end of 
the scale. Once inside the townships (and other 
informal settlements, as well as the city centre 
and elsewhere), the encounters have a difference, 
suggesting that very different energies are finding 
expression in these spaces. 

A recent study (Everatt et al. 2023) of the  
city reached a similar conclusion—using stan-
dard survey methodology—finding that behind 
the well-known facades of the built environment 
exists the matchbox township house or the shack 
in an informal settlement. 

… the experiences of neighbourhood types despite 
differences in race, cut across racial lines, such that 
the neighbourhoods (places) themselves become 
characteristic of class divisions. These appear to 
reflect the way large groups of people are treated 
by the state, or the way that large geographical 
places are met with the infrastructure of the state, to 
produce very similar outcomes in neighbourhoods 
all across the city. (Everatt et al. 2023: 41) 

The study noted the need for granular data to 
unpack what the survey hinted at, and which this 
method (despite using 2011 census data) has now 
provided.
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Look at the 500 m radius map. It shows, 
for example, the extent to which many residents 
of Lenasia—surrounded by Soweto’s growth, 
and informal settlements such as Thembelihle— 
are also cocooned in their former Indians-only 
(and relatively affluent) township. Immediately 
around Lenasia, in Soweto, which has been the 
recipient of large investments by post-apartheid 
governments, the shade changes, and exposure 
to inequality rises steeply. Within Lenasia, the 
situation resembles suburbia. 

But looking at Soweto in the 500 m map, it is 
seen that it is a nuanced picture. Soweto, with a 
population of some 1.8 million, boasts a robust 
black middle class, a powerful internal residential 
property market, and there appears to be a degree 
of homogeneity present. The fringes of Soweto— 
which is where informal settlements have taken 
root—show the darkest grey, but Soweto itself 
shows mid-range hues of grey. This suggests that 
there is a high degree of class homogeneity, and 
that within 500 m, exposure is more likely to be of 
someone of a similar class than elsewhere. This is 
clearly suburb-specific within Soweto (Fig. 7.6).

Equally fascinating is Orange Farm. This is one 
of the largest informal settlements in the province, 
let alone the city of Johannesburg, but is also 
the site of much service delivery, upgrading, and 
associated activity. As noted above, if Orange 
Farm is approached with expectations based on 
its informal status—the way it looks, in short—it 
should present a picture of solid dark: an unremit-
ting sequence of high exposure (because of densi-
ties and small SALs) to sameness. But when 
smoothed out in the 2 km radius map, Orange 
Farm emerges in mid-range hues of grey, repre-
senting the mid-category (of the five available). 
But this apparent homogeneity of exposure is a 
function of the map: in the 500 m and 1000 m 
maps, a far more variegated picture emerges. 
In this massive, sprawling informal settlement 
which is going through the process of formalising 
there is no sea of unchanging poverty, and differ-
entiation is more apparent than homogeneity. 
Encounters with economic inequality are unpre-
dictable, and the 500 m radius map shows Orange 
Farm ranging from virtually no encounter with 
inequality to very high encounters—all within the 

same settlement. Again, behind the label—site 
and service, informal settlement, and so on—is 
a level of activity reflected in the uneven exposure 
to inequality. 

This is not to ignore the negative results. The 
dark colour represents the highest local expo-
sure to income inequality in newer informal areas 
such as Diepsloot, and in the informal fringes of 
virtually every township (most clearly shown by 
Alexandra township, and the Johannesburg inner-
city centre, in all the maps). These spaces are 
commonly presented in the media as areas of 
unchanging poverty as well as crime, drugs use, 
gangs and criminality. The maps all suggest that 
this is not necessarily incorrect: there are high 
levels of encounter with unchanging sameness. 
There may be a high rate of encounter, but these 
are not encounters between neighbourhoods with 
different Gini-like coefficients. 

The method has thrown up some fascinating 
findings. Most obviously, local context matters: 
one informal settlement may show high exposure 
to sameness, another might reflect high exposure 
to neighbourhoods with different exposure coeffi-
cients. In spaces such as Diepsloot, for example, 
there is a high exposure to undifferentiated neigh-
bourhoods, as there is in some other informal 
areas. But other informal areas, such as Orange 
Farm, show high exposure to economic inequality 
across a range of Gini scores. These areas may 
include new migrant arrivals as well as spill-over 
from existing households; regardless of this, the 
high exposure to economic inequality suggests 
that these areas are home to people with a wide-
ranging mix of economic statuses. Townships, on 
the whole, represent nuanced sites and the need 
to navigate a range of socio-economic statuses. 
Soweto is settling into a staid, class-based suburb, 
with mid-range exposure to inequality. 

The engines of change and growth seem to lie in 
areas with high exposure to neighbourhoods with 
different Gini coefficients, which house residents 
across a wide range of socio-economic statuses, 
where people are both ‘making it’ and failing to do 
so or surviving on social grants, and live cheek by 
jowl. Over time, the more economically successful 
may move to townships such as Soweto—only the 
most successful can migrate to the pricey northern



7 Measuring Local Exposure to Economic Inequality in the City … 107

Fig. 7.6 Local exposure 
to income inequality in 
Soweto. Source Authors 
2021

Panel A: 

500m radius around 

neighbourhoods 

Panel B: 

1,000m radius around 

neighbourhoods 

Panel C: 

2,000m radius around 

neighbourhoods 

suburbs—but for now, they (and their energies) are 
locked in the spaces they can afford, or choose to 
afford to live in. 

The methodology seems to have worked and 
provides the nuance and granularity that other 
(mainly survey-based) studies have called for. The 
methodology needs to be re-run on Census 2022 
data, to bring everything up-to-date, and to check 
if the patterns still hold. 

This is a clear if an unexpected outcome of this 
approach: socio-economic change is happening 
where exposure to inequality is highest. The liter-
ature suggests (as cited above) that economic 

inequality can lead to all sorts of social ills. Here 
what is seen is that high exposure to economic 
inequality is not happening in wealthy suburbs or 
settled townships. Rather, it is to be found in more 
recently established, mainly informal areas, where 
hustling, energetic residents are striving to attain 
the status enjoyed by those in suburbs and town-
ships. They are driving change—as their built envi-
ronment has brought change to their surrounds— 
and the socio-economic energies of Johannesburg 
are likely to be found in these spaces.
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7.8 Conclusion 

A first attempt at measuring local exposure to 
income inequality has been presented in this study. 
The measure partially addresses the checker-
board problem and the MAUP by capturing the 
income inequality within neighbourhoods as well 
as between nearby neighbourhoods. However, the 
measure has three shortcomings: 

First, it assumes all households in each neigh-
bourhood are located at the centroid. A more 
refined measure would capture the distribution 
of households ideally, by overlaying census 
data with satellite imagery. 
Second, the measure does not fully capture the 
distance between neighbourhoods. Presum-
ably, exposure to inequality within or against 
nearby neighbourhoods has a greater effect on 
human behaviour than exposure to inequality 
against neighbourhoods further away. This 
study captures this by drawing concentric 
circles around each neighbourhood with a 
radius of 500 m, 1000 m, and 2000 m. 
However, these radiuses are arbitrary and 
do not capture the differences, for example, 
between 100 and 500 m, between 501 m and 
1000 m, or between 1001 m and 2000 m. 
Again, a more refined measure would weigh 
these distances and capture the declining expo-
sure effect. 
Third, the measure does not take barriers 
into consideration. As explained, rivers, mine 
dumps, highways, railways, industrial zones, 
etc., are an important feature of South Africa 
and shape movement, especially in and out of 
the former townships. The barriers could be 
factored, again, by overlaying census data with 
satellite imagery and plotting ‘hard’ bound-
aries that restrict exposure. 

Finally, the measure captures income 
inequality rather than economic inequality, 
which would also have to take into considera-
tion asset ownership. The South African census 
captures asset ownership, to some extent, by 
asking whether households own refrigerators, 

washing machines, computers, motorcars, televi-
sions, cell phones, etc. A more refined measure 
would incorporate asset ownership, although the 
inclusion in our Gini-like calculations would be 
complicated. One solution could be to convert 
each asset into a monetary value and use the sum 
of values as a proxy of household wealth. Future 
research will explore this solution further. 
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Abstract 

This chapter paper discusses socio-spatial 
inequalities in neighbourhoods from a quali-
tative perspective specifically examining three 
concepts which define place-making, namely, 
sense of place, belonging, and agency. The 
chapter argues that these concepts give a 
perspective of how people experience life 
in their neighbourhoods and how inequali-
ties in neighbourhood experiences then relate 
to different qualities of life in the different 
types of neighbourhoods in Johannesburg, 
South Africa. The data for this chapter comes 
from rich, in-depth focus group discussions 
conducted by SHLC researchers, and the 
presentation of data is categorised by neigh-
bourhoods made up of different income quin-
tiles. The paper concludes that sense of 
place, belonging, and agency allow us to see 
inequality through a different lens, adding a 
nuance to neighbourhood scale research that 
balances the quantitative and morphological 
approaches that often characterise it. 
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8.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers socio-spatial inequality 
as it plays out in different neighbourhoods in 
Johannesburg, South Africa. According to Abra-
hams and Everatt (2019) Johannesburg is the 
most unequal city in the world and measures of 
inequality here as elsewhere are typically iden-
tified spatially across different urban areas in 
the larger Johannesburg area and the inner city. 
These measures include transport access, prop-
erty prices, distance from the city centre and other 
economic hubs in the city and region, infrastruc-
ture provision, and in-service delivery dispari-
ties (Von Fintel 2018). Although there are several 
studies of spatial inequality in Johannesburg, and 
between Johannesburg and other metropolitan 
municipalities in the Gauteng city region (see 
Todes 2014; Everatt  2014; von Fintel 2018; Cole  
et al. 2018), there are few that go beyond specific 
indicators of inequality at neighbourhood level as 
defined through infrastructure and service provi-
sion. ‘Spatial inequalities and policies in South 
Africa: Place-based or people-centred?’ by Todes 
and Turok (2018) is an exception.
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The chapter considers how spatial inequality 
plays out at the neighbourhood level, by zooming 
in on how local residents experience life in 
different neighbourhoods and public space. It 
does so by considering focus group discus-
sions from five neighbourhood types and high-
lighting elements of neighbourhood inequality 
that plays out spatially. These provide data that 
would otherwise be subsumed within quantitative 
data approaches that compute inequality across 
different variables and through different statis-
tical analyses. The approach in this paper does 
not seek to replace, but rather to sit alongside 
analyses drawn from the data that has a quan-
titative approach to understanding, reading, and 
analysing inequality. The approach in this paper 
also sits alongside other qualitative approaches to 
spatial inequality in neighbourhoods that seek to 
understand it through the built environment and 
morphological elements, such as green spaces, 
housing, access to public services, and this would 
fail to capture the way that residents engage with 
urban public life more broadly. For this reason, 
the focus in this chapter is not essentially on 
public amenities like parks, hospitals, schools, 
or libraries, but also on the experience of public 
life in a particular neighbourhood. While some 
commentary about the public amenities, services, 
and space is necessary and present here, it is used 
to enter into a conversation about what it means for 
belonging and agency in those neighbourhoods. 

8.2 Spatial Inequality 

Space, according to Han (2022) ‘is constructed 
socio-economically’, meaning that the inequali-
ties that are built into everyday life are inscribed 
upon the places which people inhabit. Spatial 
inequality has typically been framed as the 
inequalities between places and regions (Abdul 
2022), based on the quality of the built infrastruc-
ture (Rigolon et al. 2018), the level of services 
like health care (Bravo 2018) or water (Cole 
et al. 2018), access to green space (Chen et al. 
2022), how space interacts with ethnicisation 
(Kanbur and Venables 2005), with gendered and 

queer identities (Chant 2013), and with the socio-
economic status of residents in different areas 
(Everatt et al. 2020). 

Crucially, measures of inequality relate not 
only to built environment, infrastructure, or 
economic access; they also relate to place-making: 
which is the qualitative sense of relational and 
associative elements which relate to belonging of 
place and agency in creating that space according 
to rights of self-determination (Kaplan 2023). 
Here, measures of place-making are about how 
different communities experience life in the city 
through their neighbourhoods, and whether they 
feel a sense of inclusion/belonging or agency in 
what happens in these neighbourhoods, and how 
these neighbourhoods develop (Gokce and Chen 
2018; Switalski et al. 2023; Alkire 2008; Kaplan 
2023; Wafer and Rameetse 2020). 

This view has its roots in the ‘right to the city’ 
discourse (Harvey 2003). Place-making has re-
emerged as an important conversation in urban 
studies in response to social anomie, ethnic polar-
isation, and increasing economic exclusion and 
marginalisation of the majority of city-dwellers 
(Kaplan 2023). This chapter therefore locates itself 
in a body of work that argues that the exercise of 
highlighting everyday experiences of urban resi-
dents opens up new pathways for understanding 
urban dynamics (Miraftab et al. 2015). 

8.3 Methodological 
Considerations: Seeing 
from the Neighbourhood 

In the South African case, the racist apartheid 
regime was built on separate developments for 
racial groups and the spatial fractures mirrored the 
socio-economic fissures, which were cyclically 
responsible for decades of dispossession, disen-
franchisement, and economic suppression (Von 
Fintel 2018). 

Neighbourhood level analyses in South Africa 
tend to focus on discussions of (disparate) access 
to services or participatory governance in local 
administrative areas as a way of understanding 
distributive justice (Everatt et al. 2020). There
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are few studies in South Africa that use the 
neighbourhood as a scale of analysis for under-
standing urban inequality (Lynge et al. 2022). 
This is problematic because local policy and 
infrastructure provisioning happens through 
ward level participatory processes, which is also 
the scale at which political governance happens 
at a local level. Analysis at the ward level does 
not take into consideration the disparities in 
neighbourhoods even in one ward, as wards are 
not made up of homogeneous neighbourhoods. 
As Everatt (2014: 73) has argued ‘... [wards] 
are not an ideal unit of analysis, given that they 
are political/voting constructs and not develop-
mental units, thus may include very different 
community types in a single ward’. 

The neighbourhood level, as Lynge et al. (2022: 
619) argue: 

has altered our conception of the city, depicting it as 
an agglomeration of different neighbourhoods that 
are constantly being changed by multi-scalar social, 
economic, political, and environmental processes. 
[Structural] inequalities in class, race, and gender 
manifest themselves across neighbourhoods and 
[these] influence the sustainability of cities. 

Various approaches internationally have been 
used to define the neighbourhood as a socio-
spatial unit in urban research, which may focus 
on the territorial boundaries of places which share 
infrastructure, public space, or shared sets of 
identities (Alkan and Maksudyan 2020; Baffoe  
2019; Lynge et al. 2022). As social constructs, 
perceptions and subjective factors shape the 
meaning of neighbourhood and these depend on 
individuals’ historical background and position-
ality. They may encompass fluid, multiple, and 
dynamic boundaries, including both physical and 
emotional elements or neighbourhood intima-
cies (Alkan and Maksudyan 2020; Kearns and 
Parkinson 2001). This paper, sitting alongside the 
chapter on inequalities (‘Measuring Local Expo-
sure to Economic Inequality in Johannesburg’ 
by Lynge et al. 2024), uses the neighbourhood 
approach to explore dynamics on inequality in a 
different way, but seen from the neighbourhood 
scale. These chapters consider how urban analyses 
might be deepened by ‘seeing from’ the neigh-

bourhood scale, particularly if life and experiences 
in these neighbourhoods are the focus. Under-
standing urban dynamics at the neighbourhood 
level will in turn serve to rethink urban gover-
nance and the sets of priorities that make urban 
life meaningful and sustainable. 

8.3.1 Research Methods 

The study on which this chapter is based used 
focus group discussions in Johannesburg drawn 
from a selection of neighbourhoods, as a result 
of a detailed a cluster analysis of urban data 
and development of neighbour typologies (see 
detailed methodology in Lynge et al. 2022, and 
the chapter on Measuring Local Exposure to 
Economic Inequality in the City of Johannes-
burg by Lynge, Everatt, and Katumba in this 
book). There were ten focus groups studied in 
South Africa, five each in Johannesburg and Cape 
Town. This paper uses material only from the 
Johannesburg focus groups. The methodology 
included identifying neighbourhood typologies by 
income quintiles, housing infrastructure patterns, 
and geographical location. The result was a series 
of neighbourhood typologies that could be repro-
duced across the city, which showed a more gran-
ular picture of spatial differences. Neighbourhood 
typologies in turn have been categorised according 
to neighbourhood descriptors in Table 8.1.

Focus groups comprised eight to ten respon-
dents in each of the five study areas, made up 
of residents who had lived in the area for more 
than two years, and thus were familiar with the 
infrastructure experiences, public amenities and 
services, as well as the characteristics of the neigh-
bourhood. Each focus group ensured a gender 
mix and a mix of those who had or did not 
have children of school-going age. The general 
themes covered in the focus groups related to 
health, education, and governance experiences in 
those neighbourhoods, and the elements that made 
living there desirable or undesirable. The focus 
group discussions in Johannesburg took place in 
January 2022.



114 C. Abrahams

Table 8.1 Neighbourhood types, neighbourhoods, and 
descriptions 

Descriptors Neighbourhoods Neighbourhood 
type 

Upper-income 
neighbourhood 
(UIN or Upper 
IN) 

Weltervreden Park 
Windsor Glen 
Blairgowrie 

Freestanding 
homes, often fully 
serviced, in gated 
communities 
(community 
funded 
boomed-off areas) 

Upper 
middle-income 
neighbourhood 
(UMIN upper 
middle IN) 

Paulshof 
Jackal Creek Golf 
Estate 
Paulshof 

Cluster dwelling, 
in formal gated 
complexes 

Middle-income 
neighbourhood 
(MIN middle IN) 

Klipsruit West 
Noordgesig 
Eldorado Park 

Freestanding, 
single dwelling 
housing units, in 
established 
townships1 

Lower 
middle-income 
neighbourhood 
(LMIN lower 
middle IN) 

Orlando West, 
Soweto 

Post-1994 
freestanding 
state-provisioned 
homes for mass 
distribution. 
matchbox style 
(less than 30 sq. 
m.) housing units 

Low-income 
neighbourhood 
(LIN low IN) 

Rabie Ridge Ext 4 
Kaalfontein Ext 1 
Mayibuye SP 

Freestanding 
houses; informal 
dwellings 

Source Author 2021

8.3.2 Conceptual Framing 

The following themes around place-making frame 
the presentation of data and discussion: 

1. Sense of Place—this includes what the atti-
tudes and perceptions are about a particular 
place; whether residents identify with that 
place; are dependent on that place; and have 
a sense of attachment to that place (Gokce and 
Chen 2018; Wafer and Rameetse 2020). 

2. Belonging—this includes relational elements 
including whether residents as members of the 
neighbourhood have a sense of belonging and 

1Townships are former group areas that were demarcated 
for distinct demographic groups away from the city centre. 

inclusion: whether they have a sense of famil-
iarity with neighbours; whether there is social 
bonding or associational strength; whether 
there is a sense of trust of neighbourhood 
members; and whether residents experience 
recognition (they feel seen, their lives valued, 
and are deemed to matter by external policy-
makers (see Switalski et al. 2023; Gokce and 
Chen 2018; Alkire 2008). 

3. Agency—this includes whether people have 
the freedom to engage in civic activity that 
allows for mutual thriving and neighbourli-
ness; whether residents can advance the goals 
of a good life; whether they can exercise 
effective power to make choices that affect 
their well-being; and whether they exercise 
their responsibility to control procedures or 
processes that affect them (Alkire 2008). 

8.4 Discussion 

8.4.1 Sense of Place 

Common among all neighbourhood types with 
reference to Sense of Place—those comprising 
households of the lowest IN, lower middle IN, 
middle IN, upper middle IN, and high IN—was 
nostalgia about the past, and the features of the 
neighbourhood. The neighbourhoods comprising 
households with the lowest income levels tend to 
be newer township areas and informal settlements 
and there was little nostalgia about the place, but 
about experiences of the past: ‘It is not like the 
time when we went to primary school’ (Participant 
5, LIN). 

In the established township areas, in Soweto 
particularly, in the first two quotes, there are 
vibrant memories of place and a fond nostalgia 
related to those historical places, and obvious 
comparisons with how it is now: 

For me, because I came to Soweto when I was four 
years old, so I grew up there. It was very vibrant and 
people were well focused in the areas of education 
[…] the world-famous magician, (Tita), who was 
from Orlando West. That was a very good society, 
but as the years went on from 1970 to 1980, it went 
into another direction. […] We were talking about 
that, the community. I remember, once every three
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months, the Johannesburg Orchestra would come 
there. And the conductor, Edgar Cree, would come 
there to the Community Hall, issue tickets and that 
is how I got introduced to classical music and jazz. 
(Participant 8, LMIN) 
I would say that a long time ago, […], it used to be a 
place where you would find so many activists who 
would be working towards employing the commu-
nities. But now, because we are so congested, things 
are not going the way they used to. (Participant 4, 
LMIN) 

Those from the upper INs (UIN) related their 
deteriorating sense of place to quality of life and 
crime, not the characteristics or amenities of the 
neighbourhoods: 

I would like to say on that point even though the 
area where I am living is established and a fairly 
safe area, but at nighttime, I think very few areas 
in this country are safe. […]And because of that 
the quality of life seems to have deteriorated a little 
because you tend not to go out at night anymore. You 
do not want to accept invitations to visit friends at 
night because of the fear of driving home at night 
[…] Yes, the area has gone down unfortunately. So 
yes, I definitely would not allow my kids out at 
night. (Participant 4, UIN) 

Other participants from the upper IN agree: 

Participant 1: I remember when I was a child 
we used to go there [Botanical 
Gardens] and play. 

Participant 6: Or sokkies (dances). 
Participant 1: Yes, not anymore, nothing. 

Nobody does nothing. 
Moderator: When people have events like 

weddings then what happens? 
Participant 3: They go to hotels. 

The sense of place in these privileged spaces is 
not only about preservation of quality of life, but 
also about the preservation of historical spatial 
privilege. 

Participant 3, UIN: I just feel like they keep 
on adding more and more 
developments. And there is 
low-cost development that is 
coming in as well, which also 
brings a new crowd into the 
area where you thought you 
were living in a better area 

that is safer. And then you see 
the low class coming in, and 
that creates a lot of problems 
too. 

In lower-middle IN and middle IN, similar 
to the low IN, residents also report sense of 
place as a memory of the past replete with 
vibrancy, activism, and conviviality. Here, while 
they mention deteriorating neighbourhoods and 
services, there is yet a fondness of place and 
everyday life experienced in those places. In 
the most deprived neighbourhoods there is what 
can be termed lament of resignation which char-
acterises residents’ sense of place, yet some 
describe the actual neighbourhood as having 
such deplorable living and service conditions as 
pertaining to housing, environment, health care 
and infrastructure, that they choose not even to 
complain. 

Participant 1, LIN: You must not write to 
complain. Now what is the 
solution? You have a lot 
of problems, but you can’t 
moan […] That is what 
is happening. The bridges 
have fallen, the streets have 
potholes […] It is just from 
my sense of life; I just hate 
to complain. I just explained 
my situation. […] Crime is 
everywhere. […] if you are 
at the low point. You will 
go nowhere. You are just 
going to make a lot of noise 
unnecessarily […] that this is 
just how it is.) 

In other responses in the lower IN (LIN), resi-
dents lament the total lack of services in their 
neighbourhoods. 

Participant 4: But on our side, Kaalfontein, we do 
not have any parks. 

Participant 5: We do not have a playground. We 
have nothing.
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Participant 4: We are still fighting for those 
things. We don’t have those things. 
There are no big grounds. 

Participant 5: Not even a library. 
Participant 4: Nothing. 
Participant 5: In our area, we don’t have a library 

at all. 
Participant 8: We also don’t have it. 
Participant 5: We only get to go to the library 

at Ivory 2 which is out–you would 
have to take a taxi. 

Participant 6: It is difficult to walk to. The last 
time that I was there ... we didn’t 
even have books in there. There is 
nothing there. 

Similarly, this conversation in the lower middle 
IN (LMIN) describes the sense of place by what 
is absent: 

Moderator: Tell me what facilities do we have 
around us? 

Participant 6: The facilities that we have? 
Moderator: Yes. 
Participant 6: Or what we don’t have?! [all partic-

ipants laugh] 

Even in middle-income township neighbour-
hoods there are deleterious characteristics of 
place. When asked to describe the characteristics 
of the neighbourhoods they live in, residents said: 

Bad, very bad, nightmare, more service, drug 
infested, high crime rate, no governance, poverty, 
unemployment, living in fear, lack of activities. (all 
participants, MIN) 

Participant 7, MIN: This is what I’m saying: is 
my happy life in the town-
ship? During the day, like the 
lady said, you have to be a 
guard to watch your washing 
line. […] because the social 
health in Eldorado Park is 
hell, the social problem is 
hell. 

Participant 5, MIN: Even the kids like the place 
where they were supposed to 
be safe; it’s somewhere they 
can play but they are not even 
safe there, so that means you 
as a parent are afraid to look 
for a job because you have to 
leave your home to go watch 
your child play in a public 
park and when you come 
back your house is broken 
into, so it’s safe nowhere. 

The picture is rather different in upper middle 
and upper INs. When asked to describe their 
sense of place, the characteristics of the place, 
and life in the neighbourhood, residents in the 
UMIN presented an idyllic, safe life, where the 
only complaints were the inconvenient times of 
garbage removal or grass-cutting. The situation is 
so idyllic and all-contained, it seems, that there 
is no reason to venture out of the secure estate 
neighbourhood. 

Participant 8: Quiet, safe, clean, not a lot of noise. 
Participant 7: But otherwise, we like a little 

family. Everyone knows everyone. 
So, if you cook mince and curry 
the whole of that side is going to 
be known. So, yes, for me, I defi-
nitely feel secure leaving my kids 
with the caretaker because I know 
everything is there, it is closed, no 
one is coming in and out; they have 
to sign if they want to come in and 
out. And when I leave for work, I 
feel happy to leave, I do not have to 
stress about them at home, so that 
is most important. 

Participant 8: It is always nice to stay in a 
complex. I think if I stay outside 
a complex or in a house, I do not 
think my kids will feel like they can 
play with the other kids, so it is nice 
for them as well. 

Moderator: Okay, any other dislikes guys, 
anything at all?
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Participant 1: The garbage removal. 
Moderator: Tell me about the garbage removal, 

what is going on? 
Participant 1: It is either too early in the morning 

and we miss it or it is too late in the 
afternoon and you still miss it. 

Moderator: Anything else? 
Participant 4: The awkward times they cut the 

grass (laughing). 
Participant 7: There is not much that we dislike 

about the area because at the pool, 
it is quite big. 

Participant 4: Tennis courts, action cricket, and 
obviously an open field where you 
can play soccer, cricket, rugby. 
Like an open park. 

Moderator: And are there places where they 
have those gyms that are built in 
the parks? 

Participant 7: Yes, in our community there is. I 
think there are like two, I saw but 
outside, it is not too far out. 

Moderator: And the swimming pools outside? 
Participant 7: We do not go outside. 

In the upper IN, there are several other ways 
the neighbourhood is described, lending to the 
sense of place in these areas despite reserva-
tions about night time driving. Interestingly, this 
also profoundly shapes the expectations or norms 
in these areas. Better-off neighbourhoods relate 
these elements as though they are normal and 
unexceptional as characteristics of neighbour-
hood. When prompted by the moderator, these 
words and phrases were mentioned by residents: 

Safe; Friends; Established; Old, like forever; 
Secure; And nature; Groups; Walking with puppies. 
Gym, Parks, Golf course; Local parks; Well, just 
your normal. There is nothing extra. (Participants, 
UIM) 

Yet there are areas in the neighbourhood, 
particularly around low-cost housing in neigh-
bouring areas—described by these residents as 
unsafe, where they cite lack of police presence. 
Unlike upper IN which can reportedly opt out 
of neighbourhood safety services provided by the 

state and higher private security, those in lower, 
lower middle and middle INs cannot. 

What is seen in the concept of place-making 
is that there are fundamental inequalities when 
it comes to different neighbourhoods’ sense of 
place, the characteristics of those spaces, and 
the norms associated with those neighbourhoods. 
While nostalgia about the past was similar across 
all neighbourhood types, the sense of ease of 
everyday life was less so. In upper and upper-
middle INs, there is a sense of safety, norms 
of access to quality amenities, ability to use the 
neighbourhood’s amenities freely, and a preser-
vation of place that comes with its use. These 
are not seen as exceptional in any way, but 
very much the norm of how it should be. In 
middle, low-middle and low INs, there is a 
lamentful and resigned feeling which charac-
terises the neighbourhoods because of the dete-
rioration or non-existence of services, increasing 
crime, and decreasing safety in these areas. What 
this section presented in terms of this aspect 
of place-making is a sobering reflection of the 
differences in how residents related their sense of 
place. 

8.4.2 Belonging 

As stated earlier, the element of Belonging, as seen 
in the place-making literature comprises a sense of 
affinity with others in that neighbourhood, as well 
as a sense of external recognition by others. In the 
Johannesburg case there are peculiarities related 
to its history. Belonging, as it pertains to resi-
dents’ sense of place, has an apparent ‘us’ versus 
‘them’ undercurrent, and a severe feeling of being 
unrecognised by (mainly) the state. Belonging, 
after all, relates to how people feel in relation 
to others, and a perceived sense of how ‘they’ 
are recognised and ‘their’ needs met, but external 
actors—in this case external recognition—would 
mean the state, or local policy actors. 

The ‘us’ versus ‘them’ undercurrent is perhaps 
unsurprising given the spatial divisions along 
racial lines in South Africa’s history. In better-
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off areas there is a social sense of belonging to 
the neighbourhood, but this is not relative to one’s 
person, nor recognition, nor to needs being met; 
instead it is mobilised as a set of norms about who 
belongs and who does not belong. Here we see 
preservation of the neighbourhood on the basis 
of who is seen to belong and who is not. In less 
well-off areas, while there is a greater sense of 
social solidarity as the section on Agency will 
depict, there is little sense of exclusion, despite 
even recognising unsavoury behaviours in the 
neighbourhood. Take these contrasting views, for 
instance, between an upper IN respondent and a 
middle IN: 

Participant 4, UIN: You see a car that looks 
suspicious, then you just 
say, listen, there is a car 
parked, does anybody know 
that guy? If nobody knows 
him then one of the respon-
ders will go check him out.) 

Participant 7, MIN: At night they do not sleep. 
You can open your window 
at 2 o’clock and you will see 
people walking around like 
it’s broad daylight, normal’ 
and there is no police visi-
bility. So how do you sleep 
at night when people are 
walking up and down in the 
streets chatting like it’s day 
break […], but tonight I want 
to say I blame the govern-
ment for neglecting coloured 
people and that’s why we are 
in a social mess. 

In middle-income neighbourhoods this sense 
of being unrecognised is not just about one’s own 
needs, but also stated in comparison to the groups, 
and the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ sentiment that under-
lies social experience in the country—that is being 
unrecognised in comparison to another group: 

Participant 4, MIN: Let me tell you what 
happened, most of 
our coloured areas are 

surrounded by black areas, 
so, for instance Noordgesig 
was under ward 68. So now 
they built a [new] area, 
which is moving toward 
68 which was supposed to 
benefit our people. […] And 
to our surprise they brought 
people from somewhere 
else and gave them the 
[state provisioned] houses, 
so strategically you are 
surrounded by black areas. 
It’s not a race thing, so 
now you block them and 
move  from ward 68 to  
another block, now you 
are in another ward which 
falls under Soweto, you 
understand. So now these 
few coloureds here do not 
matter, you can vote [for 
minority opposition] until 
you turn blue, so where does 
Noordgesig stand a chance? 

Similarly, another respondent from the same 
neighbourhood type notes: 

Participant 8, MIN: You know, what are the 
choices that we face? I don’t 
want to sound like we are 
racial, I know our commu-
nity leaders are doing so 
much […] out of their own 
pockets. Ask us what our 
country can do for you, not 
what we can do for our 
country. They do it but they 
do not even recognise us. 

The sense of belonging is also curiously formed 
as a shared sense of not mattering, not having one’s 
needs met, and not feeling recognised by local 
state actors. While feeling unseen is endemic in 
less well-off areas, it is not even apparent in better-
off areas. In the low and low-middle IN, this sense 
of not mattering or being recognised by the state



8 Socio-Spatial Inequality in Urban Neighbourhoods in Johannesburg… 119

is articulated as not being ‘cared about’. Care is 
a fundamental element of belonging, and where 
residents perceived a systemic lack of care was 
seen through lack of meeting the basic needs of 
people. In the lower-middle IN focus group, there 
was agreement of perceived systemic exclusion 
by focus group participants from similar neigh-
bourhoods, naming the lack of care as abuse by 
the government. 

Participant 4, LMIN: Our government is not 
actually focusing on the 
grassroots. They are only 
focusing on what they want 
and not focusing on what 
people are actually crying 
for. There are so many 
grievances but no one cares 
about that. 

This time, the responses are not framed as ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’, but even in lower-middle IN, the 
sentiment about not been seen or recognised by 
the state appears frighteningly common. It is a 
shared sense that the government simply does 
not care about ‘people like themselves’ or ‘our 
people’, despite (even) representation through the 
franchise. 

Participant 8, LMIN: I am a member of the 
ANC [African National 
Congress]. I support the 
ANC, but I am very disap-
pointed in my party. My 
party is very arrogant, 
that I will say. They 
don’t consult. They consult 
amongst the inner court, 
their cabals. And then they 
decide on our people and 
hear their arrogance when 
they say "our people" so 
our people, they do not 
have brains as far as they 
are concerned. They will 
decide for our people on 
what is good for you and 
that is it. For a lot of things, 

if they just had the decency 
of coming to the commu-
nity and listening to us with 
honesty, right. 

In better-off areas ‘belonging’ is not ascribed 
to recognition or care given by the state, or others, 
instead it is a purely surface social phenomenon, 
where ‘neighbours greet and wave to each other’ 
(UIN participants), and the sense of belonging 
to this neighbourhood (or gated community) is 
not related to issues of identity or recognition of 
needs—which, it may be argued, is a feature of 
privilege. 

In sum, spatial inequality plays out differ-
ently in different neighbourhoods in a very funda-
mental sense of belonging, but not in the positive 
and convivial notions invoked by place-making 
scholars. What gives this group coherence is a 
profound sense that their needs do not matter, 
and they themselves do not matter, especially as 
seen in comparison with that of other groups. Yet 
those self-same ‘other groups’ also feel the same 
profound lack of care and recognition of needs. 

On the one hand the sense of belonging 
relates to entitlements of inhabiting space, which 
includes determining who is included and who 
is excluded from well-off neighbourhoods (mani-
festing in safety concerns and preservation of enti-
tled space). On the other hand, in less privileged 
neighbourhoods the sense of belonging includes 
reflections of racial divides, experiences, and the 
effect of not being recognised, of being forgotten 
or not being cared about by the state. 

8.4.3 Agency 

The final element that qualitatively examines 
place-making and gives insights into how spatial 
inequality plays out in different neighbourhoods 
is Agency. There are different ways that agency 
is exercised in different places. Barolsky (2016) 
terms activities that exercise social agency in a 
community as collective efficacy irrespective of 
whether actions are deemed to be acceptable or 
not. The agencies and social efficacy expressed 
in different neighbourhoods relate closely to the
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lament and resignation around sense of place and 
the recognition and care as it challenges the notion 
of belonging—and all these manifest themselves 
spatially. Moving away from a neighbourhood 
remains an option, but this is dependent upon 
economic and social mobility and privilege. If 
self-determination cannot be achieved because of 
systemic socio-economic issues, then resignation, 
lament, and despondency may set in. As one resi-
dent in the worst-off neighbourhood type who 
lamented the lack of choice notes: 

Participant 1, LIN: They are not privileged 
enough to go and challenge 
other things. Like now, if 
it is in your area […] That 
is why we say, if you want 
something better, go out of 
your area. Now, you can’t do 
it financially, to go out. And 
that is why we are back in 
and have to stay in the area. 

This, more stark response, is sobering, and 
relates to the inability to either escape one’s 
circumstances, or one’s inability to even exercise 
self-determination, becoming infantilised in one’s 
ability to even make choices: 

Participant 4, LMIN: If you look at the social ills 
that have been created by 
the government, it has put 
the parents in a tight corner. 
By becoming a child in 
your own house. […] Some 
of our parents are now 
depressed, there is so much 
depression. Even thinking 
about killing themselves. 
People are killing them-
selves and women are 
getting mental illnesses. 
Too many sisters can’t look 
after the children. It has put 
so much pressure on us as 
parents. And at the end of 
the day, we look like we 

can’t take care of our chil-
dren. We are so down and 
out. 

Despite these sobering responses by some, 
agency and social efficacy is evident; in other 
cases, it is exercised specifically and optimisti-
cally in relation to the state’s failure to provide 
social adequate amenities and protection, or the 
perceived failure of the state to take care of the 
needs of all residents. This plays out in uneven 
ways in better and worse-off neighbourhoods. In 
worse-off neighbourhoods, agency is exercised in 
ways that are fundamental to social existence and 
well-being, in better-off neighbourhoods, in fairly 
cosmetic ways—relating to comparatively fewer 
‘life or death’ situations. The reasons that agency 
emerges are multiple, but they all tend to relate to 
the perceived failure of the state. Take these sets 
of disparate responses where respondents from 
different neighbourhood types discuss how they 
confront the social and other challenges that beset 
their neighbourhoods: 

Participant 5, LIN: Those people who come from 
those backgrounds [say] “I 
am just going to do it for my 
family and if this one is going 
through what I went through, 
then so be it. 

In this quote, street justice, as a component of 
social efficacy, is evident: 

Participant 8, LMIN: Orlando Police Station is 
the worst corrupt police 
station. […] They are very, 
very corrupt. So we didn’t 
report [a specific crime]. 
We dealt with it, my way, 
because my way is very 
effective. We found out 
who it was, and we dealt 
with it […] when you 
report a case in Orlando, it 
is just a waste of time. So, 
deal with it your own way.
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Again, here, in response to an incident of crime: 

Participant 5, MIN: I’m going to take the law 
into my own hands. It’s 
like the police want us to 
take those measures to help 
our community because they 
don’t do anything. 

More generally, the sense of agency is where 
residents have to make life work in neighbour-
hoods every day, apart from the state. This quote 
reflects guidance from church leadership from the 
pulpit, also responding to calls from civil society 
to join community protest action: 

Participant 8, MIN: And what the bishop said 
when the government is not 
doing it—we got to do it. So, 
what we also need to do is 
empower ourselves but then 
again, it’s not easy. 

The previous quotes relayed sentiment and 
inferred examples of exercising agency. The 
following gives a practical example of what ‘exer-
cising agency’ looks like, which had to do with 
storm water drainage blockages and sewerage 
impact on the streets of a particular neighbour-
hood. The problem was with one resident’s infras-
tructure, and there was a need to collectively 
determine where the issue was: 

Participant 2, MIN: You know what happened? 
It was on the news last 
week about the water. Then 
I got up and I went door 
to door, and I said, look at 
your drain blockage. […] we 
got such a beautiful park 
just behind my neighbour 
but it’s a dumping spot, now 
I do not know where the 
sewage comes from. There 
is a sewage hole there that 
blocks the whole street’s 
drains and then they open 

the pipe and the children are 
playing there. It might not be 
my child but all the children 
are my children. 

In the upper IN (UIN), there is less of the direct 
exercise of agency, rather, a ‘remote-control’ and 
more passive form of engagement with the state— 
through raising complaints on social media: 

Participant 8: In our neighbourhood there is 
normally just a lot of moaning. 

Moderator: But with the moaning does it help 
to fix anything? 

Participant 6: No, but it helps to sort our problem 
out. 

Moderator: To sort the problem out, okay. I got 
you. 

Participant 6: So, we got the grass cut, we got 
everything. 

Agency is exercised through different means, 
one is direct—individual efficacy, as above—and 
other forms of social organising, as below: To keep 
the community safe during school time, one resi-
dent started a community initiative to chaperone 
kids and parents walking to school: 

Participant 4, MIN: The change I want to make 
is the change I want to 
take; what we did is we 
volunteered. That’s how I 
started. I volunteered and 
the people started following 
[…] it’s mostly ladies in the 
area that go to the schools 
in the morning, say, from 
7 o’clock until 10 o’clock, 
then the other shift starts 
from 10 o’clock until the 
schools come out. So that’s 
how our community stays 
in a better space where you 
know when crime happens, 
we can nip them.
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Another participant, demonstrating similar 
tenacity, organised community action for a 
specific purpose: 

Participant 5, MIN: We have the school and next 
to a veldt [Afrikaans for 
field with grass that is high]. 
Each parent of the team 
put their heads together. We 
went and we took space 
from it and we don’t care 
if it is the government’s, 
we are not caring anymore. 
We took a space and they 
[paid labourers] cut the grass 
for us. We paid them and 
our kids play soccer there 
every day. Those were the 
measures we had to take. 

Protest remains an important mechanism of 
expressing agency through making it impossible 
for the state to ignore demands and entitlements 
of residents. 

Participant 4, MIN: Sometimes you get to the 
boiling point knowing you 
don’t have a choice; you 
just go to the street. That 
is how the government will 
understand and listen to you. 
That is the only way they 
listen to you, then they will 
come and send someone they 
were supposed to send three 
months ago. 

Participant 5, MIN: Then it is more than enough 
to say ‘more than enough’ 
and they want to teargas 
the people and rubber bullet 
the people, then three days 
later they want to help the 
community. 

In this next case agency is linked to a xeno-
phobic form of social efficacy: Operation Dudula 
was a wide-reaching community mobilisation 

strategy, initiated by community organisers, based 
on ‘taking back the neighbourhood’ from foreign 
Africans who were accused of undue economic 
control of neighbourhoods: 

Participant 4, LMIN: It is actually coming 
closer, they are going from 
township to township to 
organise, there will be the 
biggest meeting to shake 
our government. […] It is 
on a Sunday and please 
don’t tell us that you are 
going to church because 
this problem is for us all. 
So, everyone is supposed 
to be there. Because we are 
trying to fix up the agenda 
[…] The things that we do 
for ourselves, it is not the 
government. 

The next few excerpts show that in better-off 
neighbourhoods, agency is not expressed directly, 
but is mediated through corporate bodies, resident 
associations, and landlords, or by remote action 
of online complaints. While there is activity to 
let one’s voice be heard, seldom would the (even 
direct) exercise of agency here be considered 
dangerous or risky to do so, unlike in less well-
off neighbourhoods where the stakes of direct 
mobilisation are high. 

In well-off gated estates, participants said the 
following in response to challenges concerning 
the delivery of public services such as water or 
storm-water drainage: 

Participant 1, UMIN: Well, the manager logs it 
on behalf of the resident, so 
the more we complain the 
more they call. 

Also, in community-funded gated/boomed-
off areas, agency is exercised by UIN partic-
ipants mainly through the provided customer-
engagement systems:
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Participant 6: Well, we normally just report it to 
the City, Joburg Water […] and 
then we keep on. 

Participant 8: Yes, we must just keep on 
reporting. 

Participant 6: Now you can register on Twitter 
also. You can register on your 
account, the City of Joburg [app], 
everything. And you can register 
there. And if you do not have the 
meter, you can just fill it in all the 
time to follow up. That is what we 
do.2 

In the upper IN (UMIN), residents noted that 
for safety concerns community agency is exer-
cised because of incapacities in public safety 
sectors. Unlike the gated estates, this agency does 
not result in mediated action through a corporate 
body, but in a privatised community action body 
a layer of market services that are paid for. 

Participant 2: What is happening is they are not 
interested. Because of their lack in 
policing and response, (addressing 
participant 6) you spoke about 
a community thing, we got a 
community thing too. 

Participant 7: Yes, it is under CPI [Community 
Policing Initiative]. 

Participant 2: We got an attorney that is heading 
this thing up and he is very proac-
tive. And he gets all these security 
companies, you know like Legal 
Watch and all these guys, all to be 
part of this. So, if there is a burglary 
or a break-in any of the properties, 
if you are on this community watch 
you can put a report on there and all 
the security companies get it and 
they will react. 

Participant 8: Yes, there is more reaction there 
than the actual police. 

Participant 3: They are very active. 

2 This mode of citizen engagement has become more diffi-
cult since the City of Johannesburg closed its civic offices 
mid-2023, and the call centre service also rarely runs. 

Participant 8: They are visible. They are there. 
Participant 6: If you request an extra guard in 

your street, they will send him. 

The stakes of exercising agency or pointing 
to gaps in service delivery are not high or risky 
for the active resident in privileged neighbour-
hoods. Yet, this is not so for those in disadvan-
taged neighbourhoods, where agency expressed in 
opposition to the state is met with intimidation as 
the response below argues. Community members 
who repeatedly raise complaints to the city, esca-
lating these and pointing to the ineptitude of local 
councillors, find themselves at risk of retribution 
(even death threats) by local political representa-
tives who can lose their jobs for inefficiencies in 
their constituencies. 

Participant 7, MIN: With the drains the water 
that is running, the commu-
nity leader is in great danger. 
I was shocked that they 
wanted to take me out 
because at the end of the 
day I was not allowed 
to talk out loudly against 
these things. You become a 
problem because how do you 
do this things? […] They do 
not want to work with us they 
think we are a threat rather 
than a helper, because when 
I’m on the ground dealing 
with the community, like the 
leaders here, we give you 
feedback [...] and tell you 
exactly what is happening on 
the ground, but in Eldorado 
Park you become a threat and 
they do not like to hear the 
truth of Eldorado Park […] 

Although there are indeed individualist tenden-
cies, agency is seen to be exercised for the good 
of the neighbourhood. There may also be some 
extra-legal ways that agency is exercised in these 
cases such as ‘taking the law into one’s own hands’
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or ‘doing it for ourselves’. In well-off neighbour-
hoods, agency is exercised for the preservation of 
a particular quality of life, and it is often medi-
ated through market provisioning or technology 
‘remote’ engagement with the state. In all cases, 
agency is exercised in response to the state—either 
because of the (perceived) ineptitude of the state, 
or because of materially declining public service 
provision. 

8.5 Conclusion 

Using in-depth responses from residents across 
five neighbourhood types, this chapter has looked 
at three concepts which help to identify spatial 
inequalities at the neighbourhood level: sense 
of place, belonging, and agency. There are 
several clear juxtapositions where neighbourhood 
inequality is evident—lament and resignation at 
the poor quality of life in deprived neighbour-
hoods, and relative safety and conviviality in those 
well-off; a sense of belonging in a secure living 
environment and a sense of being forgotten or 
uncared for in those places which are less secure; 
and direct, mediated or ‘marketised’ action or 
exercised agency for those in deprived, middle-
class, and wealthy areas, respectively. These trans-
late into unequal ways that residents live in the 
city, can directly influence their own well-being 
or have a say in the way they live. The findings 
also demonstrate that urban life is characterised by 
the experience of life and interaction with others. 
Public infrastructure, services, and amenities is 
only the stage upon which these interactions and 
associations play out. Life in the city is about how 
life is lived, how agency is exercised, and whether 
people have the freedoms to be able to exercise 
neighbourliness or live a good life. More impor-
tantly, it is about whether residents in neighbour-
hoods have the ability to stave off the harsh effects 
of the market, like displacement, and the slide into 
precarity and anomie. Indeed, the findings indicate 
the need for continued salience of public infras-
tructure, amenities, and service provision as a 
marker of the material conditions that profoundly 
affect urban life. Yet, the social fractures that 

are inscribed onto neighbourhoods, historically— 
such as the legacy of racialisation, the divisions 
between communities and demographic groups, 
and the distance between people and those who 
govern—remain. Many of the responses here relay 
the disillusionment and alienation whole neigh-
bourhoods experience because of the deplorable 
infrastructure, amenities, and services they face 
every day. It is also seen how disillusionment is 
life and death for some, and not others. The differ-
ences between neighbourhoods illustrate spatial 
inequality in ways that are visceral and nuanced. 
So, what does it mean to have this visceral and 
nuanced account of neighbourhood inequality? 
There are two arguments here. One, it contributes 
to academic discourse on both spatial inequality 
and the scale of urban analysis. Two, it conveys a 
message for urban governance. 

1. Academic discourse: Spatial inequality in the 
literature is typically considered from a quan-
tifiable perspective of the built environment, 
infrastructure, or morphology of places in 
comparison to other places. While this is a 
crucial perspective, it presents an incomplete 
picture. Indeed, it assumes a lived reality, but 
by rarely including socio-spatial aspects of 
inequality, it also equates the fact of provi-
sioning as a good quality of life, and it 
makes the policy or governance challenge 
transactional—the state will simply deliver 
more for inequality to lessen. Seen as this 
set of transactional relationships between the 
state and groups of beneficiaries, the effect 
of material inequality on life and neighbour-
hoods simply becomes an inconvenient by-
product or ‘unintended consequence’ of the 
slowness of reach or the distributive priorities 
of the state. The governance challenge then 
becomes to speed up equitable distribution of 
resources. Or, building on Lemanski’s (2022) 
argument that infrastructure itself becomes a 
means of controlling and disciplining citizens 
and conferring citizenship, mainly focuses on 
infrastructure and relegates residents’ experi-
ences to servility.
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Yet the way people experience life in neigh-
bourhoods is a product of the processes of 
governance acting on those spaces (Charlton 
2018) and place-making, as argued here. 
Indeed this is what Wafer and Rameetse (2020) 
argue distinguishes a neighbourhood from just 
a place. Place-making then, represents the 
opposite of the centralist impulse to create 
servitude in the way Lemanski (2022) has 
argued. It is the self-determination of neigh-
bourhood members themselves, in addition to 
infrastructural elements, where the latter is 
then understood not as the end to the problem of 
inequality, but as a means to reduce inequality. 
How people inhabit, use and experience space 
is an important counterpoint to the tendency of 
subsuming lived realities to the activities of a 
benefactor. 

There are also insights that relate to 
the methodological consideration of under-
standing urban processes and form from the 
neighbourhood scale. Residents do not expe-
rience place as a voting constituency, nor 
as those with flush toilets or those without, 
and the sense of place is not an individual 
or every household activity. The neighbour-
hood as a scale of insight and analysis, allows 
us to understand the city as the interface 
between infrastructure provision, governance, 
and place-making, not determined by provi-
sion, but perhaps only constrained by it. There 
are sets of socio-spatial behaviours and prac-
tices that are mediated by class, constrained 
by infrastructure, but overall determined by 
the residents themselves, their sense of place, 
belonging, associational strength, and agency. 

2. Urban governance: An approach of socio-
spatial inequality at the neighbourhood level 
balances a state provisioning model based on 
voter districts. In the first instance it raises 
questions about the centrality of the state as 
the benefactor or patron of public good, and 
relatedly cautions the patronage and intimida-
tion associated with such a politicised state-
society engagement. The failures of the state 
in this frame, are not only hyper visible, but 
also unconscionable. If the state is indeed 
developmental, with a strong social policy that 

underpins its politics, then the material provi-
sioning of infrastructure must be in service 
of the public good. Material provisioning or 
access must allow for the capacities, associa-
tions, and agency of the residents to emerge as 
the determining factor of their own quality of 
life. And if it does not, and remains as an ‘end’ 
to the question of urban development rather 
than its means, then it produces mass dissatis-
faction and discontent, and reproduces social 
inequality. 
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Since the 1990s, Kigali has experienced rapid 
urbanisation, leading to uncontrolled sprawl 
and challenges in providing basic amenities 
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This chapter presents empirical evidence of 
rapid growth over a 30-year period (1987– 
2018), with an average annual spatial growth 
rate of 10%, converting most agricultural land 
into built-up areas. It also describes Kigali’s 
130 neighbourhoods, including 9 mixed-use 
quarters and 121 residential neighbourhoods 
categorised as planned, unplanned, and mixed 
or semi-planned, and explores inequalities in 
housing, income, employment, and house-
hold amenities. Findings show that unplanned 
areas face overcrowding, low incomes, and 
limited services, although disparities in elec-
tricity access and waste collection are less 
pronounced across neighbourhoods. Data is 
drawn from the literature and the SHLC House-
hold Survey. 
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9.1 Introduction 

Developing countries are recording rapid urban-
isation of which close to 90% is expected to 
take place in Asia and Africa by 2050 (United 
Nations 2018). People are migrating to cities at a 
faster rate, with consequent uncoordinated spatial
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expansion of urban areas (Burak et al. 2017). Such 
urban sprawl gives rise to a host of challenges, 
including landlessness, socio-economic conflicts, 
and the degradation of livelihoods, affecting 
approximately 60% of the urban poor (World 
Bank 2022). Moreover, this rapid urbanisation 
significantly impacts urban planning, resulting in 
the emergence of both planned and unplanned 
settlements, which exhibit stark differences in 
living conditions and contribute to growing urban 
inequality. 

The situation in Rwanda, particularly in the 
city of Kigali mirrors the urbanisation trend 
observed in cities across developing countries. 
Rwanda has experienced a notable shift in 
urbanisation patterns over the years. Initially, 
urbanisation progressed at a slow rate in the early 
decades leading to independence in 1962, with a 
rate of 2.6% at that time. It accelerated thereafter 
coinciding with the onset of industrialisation and 
significant rural-to-urban migration, particu-
larly towards Kigali. The period between 1990 
and 2000 witnessed another surge in urbani-
sation rates, increasing from 5.4% to 14.9% 
(Macrotrends 2024). This spike was largely 
attributed to individuals seeking refuge in urban 
areas during the liberation war and following 
the tragic events of the 1994 genocide against 
the Tutsi in Rwanda. This trend has persisted, 
with urbanisation rates reaching 27.9% in 2022. 
Factors driving this continued urbanisation 
include economic growth, particularly in urban 
centres, which attracts rural residents, as well as 
natural population increase (National Institute of 
Statistics of Rwanda—NISR 2022). 

Established in 1907, Kigali became the capital 
city of Rwanda in 1962. Initially a small town 
with approximately 6000 residents occupying 
0.08 km2 in 1962, Kigali has since trans-
formed into the most rapidly urbanising city in 
Rwanda (Manirakiza et al. 2019). Over the past 
three decades, the city has undergone signifi-
cant demographic and spatial changes. Its popu-
lation increased from 235,664 in 1991 to 1.3 
million in 2014, further reaching 1.6 million 
in 2017, and finally 1,745,555 in 2022 (NISR 
2018, 2022). The average annual growth rate 
of the built-up area has exceeded 10% in the 

last 20 years (Manirakiza et al. 2020). Refer-
ring to the national administrative framework as 
defined in the Republic of Rwanda’s Organic 
Law No. 29/2005, Kigali City is divided into 
three districts: Gasabo, Kicukiro, and Nyaru-
genge. These districts are further divided into 
35 sectors, which are then subdivided into 161 
cells and a total of 1061 villages. Presently, its 
administrative boundaries span across 730 km2. 

The rapid urbanisation has brought challenges 
such as land scarcity and emergence of unplanned 
settlements despite the strict building regula-
tions. Consequently, uncontrolled urban sprawl 
has disrupted the equitable distribution of basic 
amenities, leading to increased spatial inequality, 
evident in the mosaic of neighbourhoods. 

It is worth understanding the concept of a 
neighbourhood before delving into the context of 
analysing the neighbourhoods of Kigali, despite 
the ambiguity surrounding its definition. While 
there is no universally accepted definition of a 
neighbourhood, many definitions share common 
elements, emphasising the presence of people 
and services within a defined physical area, or 
simply an ultra-local community within a broader 
setting. According to Park and Rogers (2015), 
a neighbourhood can be defined as a group of 
individuals who are typically identified by shared 
services and social cohesion within a geographi-
cally bounded space. Baffoe (2018) further elab-
orates that a neighbourhood is an area where indi-
viduals reside and spend a significant portion of 
their time. These definitions underline the impor-
tance of space, people, interactions, and activities 
in shaping the fabric of a neighbourhood. 

A neighbourhood can be studied using a combi-
nation of a variety of physical and social char-
acteristics. From a geographic perspective, a 
neighbourhood can be understood from a top-
down administrative structure or from a social 
perspective as mental maps and subjective iden-
tifications (Young Foundation 2010). Depending 
on the scope of the study, neighbourhoods can 
also be understood by their shapes and sizes, 
the housing status and quality, different levels 
of socio-economic inequality of their residents, 
income and cultural preferences, streets and build-
ings to explore residential segregation (Crooks
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2010). Antoni (2009) proposes a method for inves-
tigating a neighbourhood that is both practical 
and effective. According to him, a neighbourhood 
can be studied in terms of content: the socio-
economic standing of its residents (rich or poor) 
or the specialisation of activities. It can also be 
investigated in terms of its geographical position 
as well as its physical structure or characteris-
tics (urban fabric, date of construction, typology 
of buildings and constructions). A central, peri-
central, or peripheral geographic location might 
help thus in identifying an old or new, a suburban, 
or a spontaneous neighbourhood. 

Considering the process of urbanisation of 
Kigali, which has been mainly spontaneous, 
making different categories of neighbourhoods 
with specific characteristics of their residents, 
both perspectives—content, and location and 
physical structure—can apply to the study of the 
neighbourhoods in Kigali city. The approach can 
be applied to study the characteristics of house-
holds and also help to establish a neighbourhood’s 
typology. 

This chapter describes the expansion of the city 
of Kigali over the past three decades, which has 
led to the development of various types of neigh-
bourhoods reflecting urban inequality. The expan-
sion is analysed through changes in land cover and 
the extension of built-up areas. Urban inequality 
is depicted from the categories of the neighbour-
hoods and the socio-economic characteristics of 
their residents. The methodology used to assess 
these aspects involved two main steps. Firstly, 
urban growth over time was quantified, and neigh-
bourhoods were mapped using remote sensing 
imagery. Secondly, a survey was conducted to 
collect data on the residents’ characteristics in 
different neighbourhoods, allowing for a descrip-
tion of the inequalities present within the urban 
fabric. 

The study provides empirical evidence of the 
increase of built-up area from 26 km2 in 1987 
to 115 km2 in 2018 and the city’s 130 neigh-
bourhoods which include 121 residential and 9 
mixed-use quarters. The residential neighbour-
hoods comprise three categories that are planned, 
unplanned, and mixed. Inequality among the 

neighbourhoods is evident from their physical 
characteristics but also the services offered to 
their residents. For example, most residents from 
the planned neighbourhoods (high and middle 
income) live in their own flats and detached 
houses, whereas those in unplanned neighbour-
hoods (lower income) dwell in cluster houses in 
a complex, with a high population density. As 
a result, these unplanned neighbourhoods often 
experience overcrowded living conditions and 
have limited access to basic amenities. However, 
the inequalities are not significant when it comes 
to some aspects, such as the supply of electricity 
and door-to-door garbage collection. 

This chapter is structured into three main 
sections, in addition to the introduction, method-
ology, and conclusion. The first section focuses 
on the expansion of Kigali. The second explores 
the different types of neighbourhoods and their 
spatial distribution. The third section provides a 
detailed description of the characteristics of resi-
dents, emphasising the aspect of inequality among 
the neighbourhoods. 

9.2 Methods and Data 

Two types of data were collected for the study: 
primary and secondary. Secondary data consists 
of published papers and scientific reports. The 
primary data consists of spatial facts collected 
using remote sensing imagery to study the nature 
and pattern of urban sprawl over a 30-year period 
(1987–2018) and the distribution of the spatial 
neighbourhoods and quantitative data obtained 
from the survey. 

Neighbourhood analysis was conducted using 
a mixed-method approach, which involved two 
main components: (1) a participatory approach, 
consisting of field observations of the neigh-
bourhoods’ fabric and interviews with residents 
to understand the context of their creation; (2) 
a remote sensing-based approach to digitise 
neighbourhood boundaries using various Google 
images (Fallatah et al. 2022; Kohli et al.  2012). 

The entire process involved three steps: The 
first consisted of field observations of the main



130 G. Nduwayezu et al.

characteristics of the neighbourhood and inter-
views with the key informants (local leaders, local 
and other residents). Both observation and inter-
views helped to get data about the site occupancy, 
whether planned (presence of a physical plan) 
or unplanned, the predominant types of build-
ings, the site topography, the road network, resi-
dential density, and access to basic services and 
infrastructure. 

The second step consisted of placing the 
neighbourhoods in four main categories, 
including planned, unplanned, and mixed for 
residential neighbourhoods, and mixed-use quar-
ters (mostly for businesses). Planned neighbour-
hoods are developed following a physical plan. 
Unplanned neighbourhoods are those settled 
illegally without abiding to urban construction 
regulations, such as having a construction permit. 
Mixed neighbourhoods comprise a mixture of 
both planned and unplanned settlements on one 
site. 

The third step, which was the remote sensing-
based approach, consisted of digitalising neigh-
bourhood boundaries using high-resolution 
printed images. The technique used was to first 
refer to the administrative village boundaries 
where applicable, then digitalise the neigh-
bourhood boundaries in case they do not corre-
late with the existing village administrative 
boundaries, and finally conduct a field visit for 
validation. 

Quantitative data was collected from a sample 
of households selected from 15 neighbourhoods, 
which were classified into five categories of 
income bands (Table 9.1).  The sample size was  
determined using the formula of Yamane (1967: 
888) based on a target population of 46,634 house-
holds, resulting in a sample of 1092 partici-
pants, assuming a precision level of 3%. Purpo-
sive sampling was employed to select the 15 
neighbourhoods, ensuring representation from all 
income bands. The sample size per neighbour-
hood was determined according to the number 
of households of the selected neighbourhoods. 
Household selection involved on-site systematic 
sampling of every tenth household from each 
direction to be included in the survey. 

Table 9.1 Sampled neighbourhoods and sample size 

Main types Income bands Sampled 
neighbourhoods 

Sample 
size 

Planned 1. High 
income 

Estate 2020, 
Rebero, 
Kibagaba 

122 

2. Upper 
middle-
income 

Kagunga 
Estate, Niboye, 
Gasave 

120 

Mixed 3. Middle 
income 

Kabeza, 
Nyamirambo, 
Masaka 

251 

Unplanned 4. Low 
income 

Rwarutabura, 
Nyagatovu, 
Karembure 

299 

5. Lowest 
income 

Gatenga, 
Gitega, 
Kanserege 

300 

Total 
Kigali 

5 15 1092 

Source Authors 2021 

9.3 Urban Expansion 

9.3.1 Identifying Land Cover, 
Urban Sprawl 

During the years 1987–1999 and 1999–2009, 
Kigali doubled in size due to increased urban 
activities, whereas the years 2009–2018 saw a 
steadier change (see Fig. 9.1). Between 1987 and 
2018, the average annual growth rate was about 
10%. The land-cover changes documented in this 
study illustrate that Kigali’s natural environment 
has been impacted by urban expansion. By 2018, 
most of the agricultural land shown in 1987 spatial 
maps had been converted into built-up areas. Simi-
larly, Kigali’s forested lands were cut in half. The 
construction of many administrative institutions, 
schools, and industries in the last 30 years has 
fuelled land demand considerably. Furthermore, 
residents have built bungalows instead of high-rise 
apartments, and new city sub-centres have been 
created.

Our analysis shows that by 2018, Kigali had 
a total of new urban area of 90 km2. In 1987, the 
densely built-up areas were around the city centre, 
but settlements began to grow in the hinterland



9 Urban Expansion and Neighbourhood Inequality in Kigali 131

Fig. 9.1 Land cover trends in Kigali city (1987–2018)

from one hill to the next in the following years, 
leaving wetlands in between. Gasabo district, with 
40.6 km2 of built-up area in 2018, was denser than 
Nyarugenge (12.52 km2) and Kicukiro (20.36 
km2) districts. This shows some degree of disper-
sion (Table 9.2).

9.3.2 Driving Factors of Urban 
Growth 

Kigali’s rapid spatial expansion is a consequence 
of demographic growth in the city since Rwanda’s 
independence in 1962, driven by internal migra-
tion as the population searched for jobs. The 
city also experienced unexpected demographic 
growth during 1990–2000 caused by spontaneous 

waves of immigrants related to the liberation war 
and genocide perpetrated against the Tutsi. Since 
then, the urban population has kept on growing, 
propelled by rural–urban migration coupled with 
natural growth (Uwimbabazi and Lawrence 2011; 
Nduwayezu et al. 2017). 

Given their major impact on the city’s renewal 
and renovation during the post-genocide period, 
urban plans and policies have contributed to its 
growth. Zoning restrictions are used to facilitate 
the segregation of land uses in the plan. They 
contain rules for predicting growth and devel-
opment and serve as a road map for the long-
term goals of the city. However, informal settle-
ments often emerge beyond the designated zones 
outlined for planned development, contributing to 
urban sprawl. In fact, throughout that dynamic,
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Table 9.2 Land cover 
trends in Kigali city (Km2) land cover type 1987 (Km2) 1999 (Km2) 2009 (Km2) 2018(Km2) 

Built-up 25.959 39.67 76.051 115.653 

Bare land 1.286 0.00 4.4514 0.526 

Open land 433.972 567.827 485.157 464.949 

Forest 228.147 82.132 123.3801 104.689 

Wetland 36.621 36.484 36.621 36.552 

Water 1.6362 1.287 1.9638 3.117 

Total 727.62 727.40 727.62 725.49 

Source Authors 2021

Kigali’s rapid expansion forced the design of a 
city plan in 1982, which was again reviewed 
in 2001. The Kigali Master Plan elaborated in 
2007, amended in 2013, and again in 2020 for the 
2050 prediction, was primarily intended to halt 
the city’s informal urban development. However, 
the construction of small sites for planned settle-
ments has been a persistent challenge in all these 
schemes. 

Overall, achieving effective land use to control 
urban sprawl faces challenges due to the histor-
ical housing culture in Rwanda. Residents tend 
to construct their own homes in cities, somehow 
replicating rural housing patterns (Manirakiza 
2014). This involves building bungalows within 
large compounds rather than opting for shared 
living in high-rise apartments. Furthermore, the 
ongoing changes in city development have 
resulted in an increased demand for land to 
accommodate various infrastructure needs, such 
as institutions, schools, and industries. 

9.4 Characteristics and Spatial 
Distribution 
of the Neighbourhoods 

9.4.1 Characteristics 
of the Neighbourhoods 

The main indicator to identify the neighbourhoods 
was the manner in which they emerged or were 
created. The description and mapping process 
allowed us to identify 130 neighbourhoods in 

Kigali, including 121 residential and 9 mixed-
use quarters (mostly for businesses). The resi-
dential neighbourhoods comprise three main cate-
gories: 44 planned, 42 unplanned, and 35 mixed 
or semi-planned neighbourhoods (Fig. 9.2). Each 
of these three main categories has its character-
istics and includes different sub-categories that 
are spatially identifiable based on their appearance 
(the modernity of the architecture), predominant 
types of buildings (storey/s or single floor) resi-
dential density, the period of their creation (pre/ 
post genocide), and their location (Fig. 9.3).

Planned neighbourhoods are defined by sepa-
rated and marked plots, robust structures, and 
relatively low residential and population density, 
typically around 2000 inhabitants per km2. 
These neighbourhoods often feature single-family 
homes, occasionally constructed in a uniform 
manner following specific standards. Planned 
neighbourhoods comprise three main tiers: high, 
medium, and low-standing, each further sub-
categorised. High standing encompasses indi-
vidual houses and estates, often developed by 
private entities, presenting a uniform aesthetic 
with detached or semi-detached villas and upscale 
apartments equipped with modern amenities. 
It comprises two types: luxurious multi-storey 
houses (e.g. Nyarutarama, Rebero), and private 
estates (Vision City, Estate 2020 Gacuriro). These 
are residences of certain people of high social 
and economic status, including expatriates, busi-
nessmen, and senior government officials. 

The medium-standing comprises neighbour-
hoods with modern villas (Niboye, Kagarama), 
and old fashioned planned neighbourhoods
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Fig. 9.2 Spatial distribution of the main categories of neighbourhoods. Source Authors 2021 

Fig. 9.3 Spatial distribution of the sub-categories of the neighbourhoods. Source Authors 2021

(Kiyovu, Kimihurura, Remera). They are built 
with durable materials but with or without a low 
proportion of multiple floors. 

The low-standing refers to planned low-
standing community dwellings constructed on 
developed sites with access to basic infrastruc-
ture for economically vulnerable families and 

those from disaster-prone areas or high-risk zones. 
They are commonly known as Model Villages 
built in the framework of the Integrated Develop-
ment Programme (IDP) being implemented under 
Rwanda’s National Human Settlement Policy of 
2009. Some comprise multiple buildings, one 
being occupied by four families and therefore
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commonly known as ‘Four in one’ (Urumuri in 
Kicukiro). Others are high-rise condominiums for 
multiple families (Karama in Nyarugenge and 
Busanza in Kicukiro). 

Unplanned neighbourhoods are characterised 
by severe land scarcity, with houses densely 
packed on plots often below the minimum 
legal size, resulting in a high population 
density reaching up to 10,000 inhabitants km2. 
Construction materials and techniques are typi-
cally non-durable, and the neighbourhoods lack 
adequate infrastructure and services. Occupants 
are predominantly from the low-income class, 
including mostly daily wage workers, informal 
traders, and new rural migrants. While house 
owners may hold legal land tenure, the houses 
themselves were constructed without legal autho-
risation, leading to the designation of these neigh-
bourhoods as unplanned. Notably, landlords may 
own multiple houses, choosing to reside in one 
while renting out the others to tenants. City 
authorities make efforts to regulate construction 
and demolish new (unauthorised) buildings in 
these unplanned areas, albeit facing challenges in 
enforcement. Some of these neighbourhoods have 
emerged in peripheral zones beyond the official 
city boundaries, driven by land affordability and 
attempts to circumvent stringent urban construc-
tion regulations. Despite this, they have become 
integrated into the administrative boundaries of 
the city over time. 

Regarding the sub-categories, unplanned 
neighbourhoods include old high dense (Cyahafi), 
new high dense (Nyabisindu), old low dense 
(Kimisagara), and new low dense (Nyagatovu, 
Rwarutabura), and suburbs or semi-urban neigh-
bourhoods (Karembure, Gasanze). The suburbs 
are considered as neighbourhoods-in-transition 
from rural settings and from informal to formal 
settings. Original landowners sell plots to indi-
viduals, who then privately build new houses or 
replace existing ones in the suburbs of Kigali. 
However, only a few such houses adhere to the 
city’s construction code, resulting in unplanned 
neighbourhoods. 

Mixed neighbourhoods comprise three sub-
categories depending on how they were formed. 

The first one is the mixed planned-unplanned 
neighbourhood (Masizi) that has progressively 
merged around a planned site. The second is 
the upgraded unplanned neighbourhood. These 
have been upgraded with paved roads, newly 
built or renovated houses, and the provision 
of water and electricity facilities. Upgrading 
is done because of the initiative of the resi-
dents themselves (Kabeza) or by the govern-
ment as a community-based urban regeneration 
approach. An example of government intervention 
is Agatare in Nyarugenge district, where wider 
roads are opened, basic drainage is improved, and 
electricity and water supply are enhanced. Resi-
dents are now authorised to build new houses or 
upgrade their old units. The third sub-category 
is the degraded planned neighbourhood. This 
encompasses former planned neighbourhoods that 
have become degraded due to increasing density. 
Despite this shift, they retain planned features 
such as road networks, albeit with multiple 
small, old houses occupying single plots. Biryogo, 
originally designated as a residential area for 
local public servants in 1960, exemplifies this 
phenomenon. 

9.4.2 Spatial Distribution 
of the Neighbourhoods 

In terms of spatial distribution, all neighbourhood 
types are scattered in the city with certain areas 
being predominantly characterised by partic-
ular types. For instance, planned and mixed 
neighbourhoods are most prevalent in Kicukiro 
and Gasabo districts—Kagarama, Niboye, and 
Kigarama sectors in Kicukiro, and Kimironko, 
Remera, and Kimihurura sectors in Gasabo. The 
favourable topography of these two districts 
attracts real estate investors who construct resi-
dential houses and estates aimed at high-income 
urban residents. Many unplanned neighbourhoods 
are found around the CBD in Nyarugenge and 
at the edge of the city. Unplanned neighbour-
hoods such as Gitega, Muhima, Rwezamenyo, 
Cyahafi, and Kimisagara in Nyarugenge attract 
low-income individuals employed in the informal
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sector in the CBD and Nyabugogo commer-
cial hub. Due to financial constraints, these resi-
dents prefer to reside close to their workplaces 
to minimise transportation costs relative to their 
salaries. 

Another notable observation is the existence 
of small unplanned neighbourhoods surrounding 
planned neighbourhoods within the inner city, and 
large unplanned neighbourhoods in the suburban 
areas. This is because when land is expropriated 
for a planned residential project, not all expro-
priated families leave the area. Instead, those 
who rent and those who receive low compen-
sation use their limited resources to create new 
unplanned neighbourhoods in the surrounding 
zone (e.g. Nyagatovu and Nyabisindu around 
Kibagabaga and Kimironko, respectively). The 
large unplanned neighbourhoods in the city 
suburbs and peripheries indicate informal expan-
sion of the city. In fact, the construction of a 
house without authorisation in the inner city is 
currently difficult due to the strict urban planning 
regulations and control and implementation of 
the Kigali City Master Plan, therefore, unplanned 
neighbourhoods have emerged in the peri-urban 
areas. 

The identified categories mainly from spatial 
occupancy and housing types reflect the socio-
economic characteristics of their residents. 
Research suggests that individual well-being 
can be significantly influenced by the physical, 
social, and economic environment in which 
one lives (Loschiavo 2019; Baffoe et al.  2020). 
Therefore, the identified characteristics bear 
evidence that living conditions in Kigali city 
neighbourhoods are not distanced from the 
socio-economic structure of each one of them. 
Those categories replicate five wealth groups, 
ranging from the poorest to the richest: lowest, 
low, middle, upper-middle, and high-income 
households (Manirakiza et al. 2020). Generally, 
the lowest and low-income groups reside in 
the unplanned neighbourhoods. Middle-income 
households mainly occupy the mixed and a few 
planned neighbourhoods, while most upper-
middle and high-income groups occupy planned 
neighbourhoods. The distribution of these neigh-
bourhoods according to income bands reflects 

their respective main categories of planned, 
unplanned, and mixed (Fig. 9.4).

9.5 Neighbourhood Inequality 

Inequality among the five neighbourhood cate-
gories is analysed across four groups of indica-
tors: (1) income and employment; (2) housing 
conditions as reflecting safety and satisfaction; (3) 
household amenities; and (4) access to education 
and health services. 

9.5.1 Income and Employment 

The household monthly income data reveals 
significant wealth disparity across neighbour-
hoods. Over 70% of residents in the lowest and 
low-income bands earn less than 100,000 Rwf1 

per month, which is insufficient to sustain their 
livelihoods, due to their employment in casual 
jobs. The percentages of 11.4%, 22.5%, and 
33.4% among residents in the high-income, upper 
middle-income, and middle-income brackets, 
respectively, who earn less than 100,000 Rwf 
can be attributed to household dependents who 
lack income-generating activities and rely on the 
household head’s earnings (Table 9.3).

The income reflects the employment status 
(Table 9.4). Many residents in high and upper-
middle classes are respectively self-employed 
with employees (43% and 25%) compared to 
6.7% and 11.3% for low and lowest income, 
respectively. For the first two groups, many are in 
the formal sector (45% and 63.3%) compared to 
33.9% and 34.6% for the lowest two groups which 
even have a considerable proportion of employees 
in the informal sector—31.5% and 28.6%, respec-
tively. Formal employment gives more security 
than informal employment.

Many residents in high (85.9%), upper middle 
(86.2%), and middle-income (75.8%) groups have 
permanent jobs compared to those of low (45.1%) 
and lowest income (51.5%). Even those doing

1 1 USD equals 1,276.507203 Rwanda francs (Rwf) https:// 
www.bnr.rw/currency/exchange-rate/ (12.02.2024). 

https://www.bnr.rw/currency/exchange-rate/
https://www.bnr.rw/currency/exchange-rate/
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Fig. 9.4 Spatial distribution of the neighbourhoods per socio-economic bands. Source Authors 2021

Table 9.3 Monthly income (in 1000 Rwf) across neighbourhood categories (%) 

Income bands 0–100 101–200 201–300 301–400 401–600 601–800 801–1M* >1 M* 

High-income 11.4 2.5 3.3 5.7 11.5 13.1 13.9 23.8 

Upper middle-income 22.5 9.2 11.7 8.3 15 7.5 13.3 10.8 

Middle-income 33.4 18.7 19.5 12 6.8 4.8 4 0.4 

Low-income 78.3 13 3.3 3.7 1.3 0 0 0.3 

Lowest 70.7 15.3 8 1.7 2.3 1.7 0.3 0 

City level 52.3 13.4 9.2 5.8 5.5 3.8 4 4 

Note *M = million 
Source Primary data, 2021

Table 9.4 Employment status 

Income bands Self-employed, 
no employees 

Self-employed, 
with 
employees 

Contributing 
family 
worker 

Formal 
employee 

Informal 
employee 

Others 

High-income 6 43 3 45 3 0 

Upper middle-income 8.3 25 0 63.3 1.7 3.4 

Middle-income 17.4 15.5 1.9 58.1 7.1 0 

Low-income 22.4 6.7 3 33.9 31.5 2.4 

Lowest 21.8 11.3 0 34.6 28.6 3.8 

City level 17 17.6 1.8 44.9 17.1 1.6 

Source Primary data, 2021
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Fig. 9.5 Type of household dwelling. Source Primary survey, 2021 

permanent jobs do not get a good wage because, 
as mentioned above, more than 70% earn less 
than 100,000 Rwf, and this is very little to 
support living in Kigali. The proportion of casual 
workers is relatively high for the two last groups 
(29.9% and 28.8%, respectively) compared to 1% 
and 1.7% for the high and upper middle-income 
groups. 

9.5.2 Housing Type, Ownership, 
Safety and Satisfaction 

The type of dwelling and ownership status are 
crucial factors for households in the city, signifi-
cantly influencing residents’ comfort levels both 
within their homes and in their neighbourhoods. 

9.5.2.1 Type of Dwelling and House 
Ownership 

The types of dwellings are different across 
neighbourhoods. The majority (up to 59% and 
83.3%) of households who live in a detached 
house were found in the high and middle-
income wealth category neighbourhoods, respec-
tively, while most (up to 41.1%) of those who 
lived in a cluster house in a complex were 

in the low-income neighbourhood categories, 
(Fig. 9.5). Typically, affordable houses are 
not easily available in Kigali due to rapid and 
unplanned urbanisation whereby residents try 
to build their houses without respecting the 
building code (i.e. informally), which tends to 
create overcrowding, especially in the low- and 
lowest-income categories. 

Regarding house ownership, 53% own their 
houses in full, while most (43%) of the remainder 
houses are rented from private landlords (Fig. 9.6). 
However, there is a clear contrast with 60–70% of 
middle- to high-income neighbourhoods owning 
homes compared to 41% and 46% for the low-
and lowest-income categories, respectively. Quite 
striking is the fact that across all the neighbour-
hood categories the payment for ownership of 
houses by mortgage is negligible. This is mainly 
due to high building costs, and low availability 
of housing loans because of the growing demand 
particularly from the priority high-income earners 
and salaried individuals. Hence, most of those 
owning houses use family savings to build or buy 
them. As a result, unlike the middle- and high-
income residents (i.e. 26–36%), over half (up to 
56%) of the low-income categories are tenants of 
private landlords or institutions.



138 G. Nduwayezu et al.

67.2 70.0 
59.8 

40.8 46.3
52.8 

1.6 2.5 

3.2 

1.0 
1.3 

1.8 

29.5 25.8 
36.3 

56.2 49.3 
43.4 

1.6 1.7 0.8 2.0 3.0 1.9 

0.0 

20.0 

40.0 

60.0 

80.0 

100.0 

120.0 

High-Income 
(The rich)
 (n = 122) 

Upper-Middle 
(n = 120) 

Middle-
(n = 251) 

Low-Income 
(n = 299) 

Lowest Income 
(The poor) 
(n = 300) 

City level 
(N = 1092) 

Neighbourhood category 
Owned in full, outright 
Owned, paying off mortgage 
Rent from private landlord 
Other 

Fig. 9.6 Ownership of dwellings by householders. Source Primary survey, 2021 

9.5.2.2 Safety and Satisfaction 
Residents generally feel safe and satisfied in their 
neighbourhoods, although there may be slight 
variations across locations. Safety of residents 
in their own dwellings was reported to be good 
ranging between 90% in the lowest category up 
to 100% in the upper middle-income category, 
and 96.4% at city level. However, as expected, 
while out alone during daytime, reports of safety 
declined from 95% in the high-income category to 
62.7% in the lowest category; and to 73.5% at city 
level. Even so, the individuals that reported to have 
been victims of crime in the previous two years 
were few, at 3.0% in the high-income commu-
nity, and between 6.4% and 10.3% for the rest 
of the categories, without any specific trend. At 
city level, victims of crime were reported at 8.3%. 
These figures indicate that Kigali city is generally 
safe, even across the neighbourhood categories, 
but mostly so in the high-income communities. 

With respect to satisfaction, it has been 
observed that the majority of residents are well 
satisfied in their neighbourhoods. However, high-
income, upper middle-income and middle-income 

categories reported a higher satisfaction rate 
(respectively at 93.5%, 86.7%, and 81.6%, respec-
tively) compared to the low (59%) and lowest 
(71.5%) income groups. This discrepancy in satis-
faction among the income categories reflects 
some corresponding variability in conditions in 
their respective neighbourhoods, such as housing 
conditions which may disfavour the low-income 
categories in some way. 

9.5.3 Household Amenities 

The primary sources of drinking water for house-
holds, the type of toilet facilities used and their 
ownership, methods of garbage disposal, and the 
type of cooking energy are key indicators that 
reflect the livelihood level of a household. 

9.5.3.1 Main Source of Drinking 
Water for the Households 

There is a sharp contrast in available water sources 
whereby 82.2% of the high-income and 79% of the 
upper-middle categories source potable drinking
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water from the vendor (mainly the city water 
supply company of distilled water), compared to 
just up 23% in the lower categories (Fig. 9.7). 
Many residents in other groups drink piped water 
either from the garden yard or street as do the 
majority (62%) of all the respondents. Although 
this water may not be completely safe like distilled 
water, it reflects a commendable achievement by 
the city in terms of ensuring access to drinking 
water. 

9.5.3.2 Toilet Facilities Used 
and Their Ownership 

In the city of Kigali, 70% of households own a 
toilet. Flush toilets are used by 30% and pit latrine 
by 70%. A comparison of neighbourhoods shows 
the big difference with flush toilets used—up to 
72% by the high-income category and 68% for 
the upper middle-income groups, and only 33% 
using pit latrines; on the other hand, 79% and 
90% in the lowest and low-income groups use pit 
latrines, with much fewer (less than 21%) using 
flush toilets. Most (100%, 98%, and 88%, respec-
tively) of the high-, upper-middle, and middle-
income categories own toilets. However, those 
in the low- and lowest-income categories owning 
toilets comprised as low as 41% and 58%, respec-
tively. Just a little above the city-level rate of 30%, 
the remainder (59% and 41%, respectively) of the 
low-income categories shared toilets (Fig. 9.8). 

Sharing toilet facilities among families can be a 
big challenge exposing users to various health 
risks due to unhygienic conditions. It requires 
considerable effort to ensure that the toilet facil-
ities are not likely to spread infections, a service 
which can be a little above the reach for the 
majority of users in the lower income categories.

9.5.3.3 Disposal of Garbage 
With respect to waste disposal, door-to-door is 
the main garbage collection method which at 
city level is 86.1% (Fig. 9.9). In the neighbour-
hoods, apart from the low-income category, which 
had a rate of 68.6%, the rest had door-to-door 
garbage collection ranging from 82 to 100%. 
What is surprising is how the lowest category 
reached 96% door-to-door collection while the 
low-income and middle-income categories have 
just 68.6% and 82.5%, respectively. The possible 
explanation for these two last categories is that 
many of them are in the suburbs where solid 
waste can be used for family farming. The city of 
Kigali has made remarkable strides in improving 
hygiene and sanitation, earning recognition as one 
of the cleanest cities in Africa. This achievement is 
attributed in part to the widespread participation in 
monthly community clean-up activities known as 
‘umuganda’. This concerted effort has positively 
impacted residents’ attitudes towards garbage and 
solid waste management.
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9.5.3.4 Electricity Supply and Main 
Type of Cooking Energy 

Although there is a slight variation among neigh-
bourhood categories, with those in the low-income 
bracket having the highest proportion (4.7%) of 
households without any electricity, overall it can 
be concluded that electricity supply is reaching 
most households (97.5%) across different neigh-
bourhood categories. 

Concerning the source of energy used for 
cooking, disparities are evident across neigh-
bourhoods, with many high-, upper-middle, and 
middle-income categories primarily using gas 

(86%, 76.6%, and 54.6%, respectively). In 
contrast, a significant portion of the low and 
lowest income groups predominantly rely on char-
coal (68.8% and 61.7%, respectively) for cooking, 
which implies clean energy. 

9.5.4 Education and Health 
Services 

The education aspect was examined based on the 
type of schools attended by children, the mode 
of transportation used, and the time taken for
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students to reach school. For health, the assess-
ment of service appreciation across neighbour-
hoods consisted of analysing residents’ overall 
well-being, the accessibility of health facilities, 
and the methods of payment for medical treat-
ment. 

9.5.4.1 Education Service 
The type of school attended by children varies 
significantly across different income categories of 
neighbourhoods (Fig. 9.10). Notably, only 11% 
of children from high-income categories attend 
government schools, with the majority enrolled in 
private schools. 

Private schools are typically more expen-
sive than government-owned ones, which is 
why they are predominantly attended by high-
income earners. Moreover, private schools often 
offer better quality education, particularly at the 
primary level. 

Conversely, 80% of children from the lowest-
income category attend government schools. This 
trend persists across other income categories, with 
the middle-income category having a nearly equal 
number of children attending both government 
(42%) and private schools (39%). 

Regarding the mode of transport to school for 
children, there are notable transport variations 
among income categories, with 53.2% of high-
income children using motor vehicles compared 
to only 10.0% in the low-income category. Inter-
estingly, the majority of children in the low- and 
lowest-income categories walk to school, with 
many spending up to 30 min commuting. This 
suggests that schools are easily accessible for 
children in these categories, reducing disparities 
among income groups. 

9.5.4.2 Health Service 
Overall city level results show that 64.7% of 
respondents are in very good or good health, 
(Fig. 9.11). At neighbourhood level, however, 
the residents with good or very good health in 
the middle-, upper-middle, and high-income cate-
gories range from 76 to 87%, while the corre-
sponding rates for the lower categories are much 
lower, at 51% and 57% in the low and lowest-
income categories, respectively. These results 
show a clear association between health status 
and income level, with the lowest health status 
among the poor. It is therefore not surprising that 
those who feel cheerful all the time or most of the
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time in the high-income category comprise 77%, 
compared to just 47% in the lowest category and 
50% at the city level. 

As for the health facilities, in normal situ-
ations during common illnesses such as colds 
and flu, 23–28% across all the categories visited 
the pharmacy for medication, although 38.5% 
of the high-income category went to the local 
doctor as opposed to 14% of the lowest category. 
On the other hand, when affected by a serious 
disease, 55–60% of the high- and upper-income 
categories went to a private hospital, while only 
9–17% could do so from the low- and lowest-
income categories. The majority of low-income 
categories attended either the local health centre 
or public health facility, which at the city level 
comprised 48.4% and 16.3%, respectively. 

Regarding paying for treatment, the use of 
household resources for treatment does not differ 
significantly across neighbourhoods, ranging 
between 32.3% in the lowest category and 43% in 
the upper middle-income level. On the other hand, 
significantly more (47.5%) in the high-income 
categories received government aid or free health 
care than those in the low-income bracket (19%). 
However, it is worth noting that the majority, 
up to 79% of the low-income categories, use 
the community-based health insurance commonly 
known as ‘Mutuelle de sante’ supported by the 
government. Community insurance was initiated 

to especially help people in low- and middle-
income categories to have access to affordable 
health care. It is encouraging to find that health 
care was generally ranked well by all the cate-
gories, good or very good, ranging from 55% (in 
the lowest category) to 75% (in the high-income 
category); it was 62% at the city level, indicating 
that even the poor are receiving good health care. 

9.6 Conclusion 

Like many other cities in developing countries, 
Kigali is experiencing substantial demographic 
and spatial growth, particularly over the last 
30 years. This is primarily driven by internal 
migration and natural population increase. Rapid 
urbanisation is causing urban sprawl and informal 
settlements overloading the capacity of the city 
to ensure adequate housing and equal distribution 
of basic amenities to all neighbourhoods despite 
notable developments such as income diversifi-
cation activities, new business infrastructure, and 
improved housing facilities. 

This study helps to explore the process of urban 
urbanisation in Kigali and understand the living 
conditions of the city’s residents from the bottom 
to the top of the economic spectrum. It permitted 
not only the analysis of progress made by the city 
in improving livelihoods of the people, but also
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depicting the inequalities among various strata 
of the urban residents. Income inequality is a 
common evil of urbanisation in the world, from 
which Kigali is not exempt. Despite the disparity 
in terms of dwelling categories, the high rate of 
housing ownership and predominantly detached 
houses can be an indicator of relative liveability 
and quality of life. However, this is a threat to 
sustainable urban planning as it is the cause of 
rapid spatial expansion. 

As discussed, Kigali residents enjoy access to 
various amenities with a high rate of access to 
water and electricity and improved waste disposal. 
This may be the basis for most of the resi-
dents to be satisfied with the living conditions in 
their neighbourhoods. The quality of education is 
quite good although very expensive among private 
schools, which makes them affordable mainly 
to students from high-income neighbourhoods. 
Health care conditions are also provided to the 
satisfaction of most residents, most of who have 
some form of health insurance. 

In conclusion, the study highlighted a degree 
of inequality across neighbourhoods, especially in 
housing, income, and employment. However, this 
inequality is not as pronounced in other aspects, 
as many residents still have considerable access to 
urban living facilities. 
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10Neighbourhood Inequalities and Access 
to Housing, Amenities, and Services: 
A Comparative Analysis of Delhi 
and Madurai 

Debolina Kundu ,Tania Debnath, and Pragya Sharma 

Abstract 

Drawing on findings from the SHLC House-
hold Survey conducted across 21 neighbour-
hoods in Delhi and Madurai, the study inves-
tigates the extent and nature of inequali-
ties in housing, basic amenities, and social 
infrastructure such as education and health-
care, both within and among neighbourhoods. 
The comparative analysis reveals that Madurai 
exhibits higher levels of inequality than Delhi, 
particularly in housing, amenities, and services 
like transport, healthcare, and education. This 
underscores the need for smaller regional 
cities to enhance infrastructure and service 
coverage. The study also highlights signifi-
cant disparities in networked services between 
the core and periphery areas in both cities, 
emphasising the role of location in shaping 
inequality. Additionally, intra-neighbourhood 
inequalities were observed, especially between 
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different income groups, with unequal access 
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10.1 Introduction 

India, the most populated country in 2023, 
surpassing China, is also the epicentre of south-
ward shifting of the mean latitude of urbanisa-
tion (UN DESA 2018, 2022). As per the UN 
DESA (2018) projection, 50% of the Indian popu-
lation will be urban by 2046, accounting for 
825.9 million people. This demographic weight 
of projected urban population is expected to put 
enormous pressure on urban infrastructure, if not 
planned. Moreover, the Indian pattern of urbani-
sation always had a big-city bias, with concentra-
tion of population, as well as resources and infras-
tructure in the big cities, and a stark inequality in 
terms of provision of infrastructure across states 
and size-class of the cities (Kundu et al. 1999). 
In fact, inequality and informality are the inherent 
characteristics of urbanisation in the Global South 
and India is no exception (Roy 2009). The colo-
nial legacy, lack of adequate and efficient plan-
ning, and lack of economic dynamism are often
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cited as the main causes of such stark inequalities 
in these cities (Simone 2020). 

If urbanisation can effectively tackle sustain-
ability challenges, such as inequality, then it can 
serve as a means to achieve global sustainable 
development (Seto et al. 2017). Sometimes, the 
increasing inequalities among urban communities 
are closely linked to the disparity in spatial acces-
sibility (Nicoletti et al. 2023). Spatial inequalities 
in the form of residential segregation, and inequal-
ities in income, living standards, and access to 
infrastructure along the lines of caste, class, and 
religious groups are quite visible in the Indian 
cities (Sidhwani 2015; Kumar 2015; Bhan and 
Jana 2015; Haque 2016; Haque et al. 2021). More-
over, there are higher levels of intra-city inequality 
in bigger cities like Delhi compared to secondary 
cities or cities of smaller size, and often these 
intra-city inequalities have spatial expressions of 
a well-developed core and under-serviced periph-
eries (Bhan and Jana 2015). However, there are 
stark differences in health and well-being, educa-
tion, employment, and life chances and exposure 
to crime among residents in different neighbour-
hoods (Wang and Kintrea 2019), which is difficult 
to capture at aggregate level. Most of the existing 
empirical research conceptualises ‘wards’ as the 
units for studying intra-city spatial inequalities 
as these are the smallest officially recognised 
administrative units in a city, unlike in Western 
countries, where neighbourhoods are the lowest 
units of study for similar socio-economic anal-
ysis. Unfortunately, paucity of official data beyond 
ward level limits neighbourhood level analysis in 
studying intra-city inequality. As a result, micro-
level inequality is under-researched in most of the 
Indian cities. 

To fill this research gap, the present study 
intends to explore neighbourhood level inequality 
in Indian cities that shapes everyday lived experi-
ences of the residents. Based on the findings of a 
large-scale household survey covering 21 neigh-
bourhoods in Delhi and Madurai, the present study 
aims to explore the nature and extent of inequali-
ties in various areas that exist in different types of 
neighbourhoods and within similar types of neigh-
bourhoods. This chapter focuses primarily on 
studying existing spatial inequalities in housing, 

basic amenities, and provision of public ameni-
ties such as education, health, and other social 
infrastructure at the neighbourhood level. 

Following the introductory section, the 
second section of the chapter discusses the 
study area and provides a comprehensive picture 
of Delhi and Madurai and different types of 
neighbourhoods in these two cities. The next 
section discusses the data and methods used 
for analysing inequality. The fourth section 
discusses the condition of housing and different 
types of amenities and services across different 
types of neighbourhoods. The fifth provides an 
empirical measurement of existing inequalities 
in access to housing and amenities across as well 
as within different types of neighbourhoods. The 
final section discusses the findings and includes 
the conclusion. 

10.2 Study Area: Delhi 
and Madurai 
in a Comparative Lens 

Akin to the other chapters of this book this study 
has been carried out under a international consor-
tium titled ‘Sustainable, Healthy and Learning 
Cities and Neighbourhoods’, anchored by the 
University of Glasgow and funded by United 
Kingdom Research and Innovation’s Global Chal-
lenges Research Fund (GCRF). Two metropolitan 
cities, Delhi and Madurai, have been selected as 
case study cities, the former being the national 
capital of India, while the latter represents 
a regional city of comparatively smaller size. 
These two cities differ in population size, area, 
historicity, levels of socio-economic develop-
ment, and economic growth prospects. These 
diversities helped to draw attention towards the 
role of city size and prosperity in affecting intra-
city inequality in access to housing and services. 

Delhi is the main administrative and polit-
ical centre of India. Moreover, the Delhi urban 
agglomeration is the second largest in the world, 
following Tokyo, and one of the most rapidly 
growing urban agglomerations in the country. On 
the other hand, Madurai is a regional city in the
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southern state of Tamil Nadu, which shows char-
acteristics of a ‘shrinking city’ with depopulation 
in the core along with economic stagnation and 
out-migration (Kundu et al. 2019). 

Although Delhi is the national capital city with 
global standard infrastructure and economic pros-
perity, it is also an unequal city (Chakravorty 
2021; Sircar 2021). It is often referred to as ‘a 
city of multiple cities’ (McFarlane et al. 2017: 12). 
The city is characterised by wide heterogeneity of 
built forms and infrastructure ranging from elite 
bungalow zones and gated housing societies to 
unauthorised and unplanned jhuggi-jhopris (JJ) 
or slums. Only a quarter of its population live 
in planned colonies as per the zoning of master 
plans. The remaining city is often considered 
as unplanned and residential pockets are mani-
fested as unauthorised regularised colonies, unau-
thorised colonies, rural villages, urban villages, 
resettlement colonies, and slums (Bhan 2013). 
While the planned colonies and Lutyens bungalow 
zone accommodate the wealthiest sections of the 
population, the slums, including JJ clusters and 
resettlement colonies, provide cheap housing for 
the poor. The unauthorised colonies and urban 
villages often house the less well-to-do people. 

Madurai, on the other hand, is among the 
oldest cities in India and has immense historical 
and regional importance in the southern state of 
Tamil Nadu. Once at the peak of religious and 
economic prosperity, the city started experiencing 
de-industrialisation at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, which rigorously modified the city’s 
socio-economic and spatial structure. In addition, 
the de-densification of the city core, followed 
by urban sprawl and the emergence of wealthier 
suburbs, led to a substantial spatial restructuring 
of the city (Kundu et al. 2019). Also, the city 
experienced resettlement drives of slums along the 
river Vaigai to the newly constructed resettlement 
colonies in the peripheries. Like Delhi, residential 
areas of Madurai can be categorised into groups 
as per their socio-economic status ranging from 
high-class bungalow zones to slum clusters and 
peripheral villages. 

In terms of spatial growth, both cities exhibit a 
planetary pattern of expansion towards the periph-
eries. Like any other global city, Delhi expe-
rienced rapid growth in terms of built-up area 
in the last few decades. However, the sprawl 
in its periphery was not associated with corre-
sponding provision of basic infrastructure in the 
newly built areas, resulting in a stark difference 
in services between the core and the peripheries 
(Bhan and Jana 2015). Similarly, Madurai went 
through boundary expansion in 2010 to accommo-
date sprawling townships and peripheral villages 
inside the jurisdiction of the Madurai Municipal 
Corporation (Kundu et al. 2019). 

10.3 Data and Methods 

10.3.1 Data 

The chapter is based on a primary survey of 
2378 households in Delhi and Madurai conducted 
during August–December 2021. Based on a 
previous exercise of neighbourhood mapping and 
auditing, different types of neighbourhoods were 
identified for the case study of these two cities. 
Two neighbourhoods from each of the categories 
were selected for the survey. In total, 1335 house-
holds from 11 neighbourhoods in Delhi and 1043 
households from 10 neighbourhoods of Madurai 
were interviewed. The sampling ensured good 
representation of all main types of neighbour-
hoods as far as possible; and within each type of 
neighbourhood there was a good representation of 
the people. It is observed that the residential areas 
of Madurai can be categorised into several types 
according to their socio-economic status ranging 
from high-class bungalow zones to slum clusters, 
and peripheral villages and slums for the urban 
poor. Therefore, all the neighbourhoods selected 
for the survey were further categorised into five 
classes based on the average income of the resi-
dents of the neighbourhoods: (1) high-income, 
(2) upper middle-income, (3) middle-income, (4) 
low-income, and (5) poor neighbourhoods.
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10.3.1.1 Indicators 
The chapter focuses on selected indicators of 
housing and basic amenities. To address the issue 
of housing conditions in the study, the focus was 
primarily on the adequacy of living space and 
indicators such as floor area and availability of 
a separate kitchen facility. This study divided all 
amenities into two categories, namely, basic or 
lower order, and higher order. Basic or lower order 
amenities include access to piped water, toilet 
facilities, and to any form of garbage collection. 
On the other hand, amenities of a higher order 
include facilities like access to tap water within 
premises, toilet facilities within premises, access 
to flush toilets connected to public sewer, and 
door-to-door garbage collection. All the indica-
tors, except for the total floor area, were categor-
ical and were converted into binary variables. 

Apart from household amenities, the chapter 
considers neighbourhood level amenities such as 
availability and access to open space, proximity 
to different services such as medical facilities, 
market places, sports facilities, and different insti-
tutions. All of these variables are binary in charac-
teristic. On the other hand, proximity to schools, 
which is a categorical variable, was also used in 
the study.1 Households were asked the distance 
(in kilometres) of the school for the eldest child, 
and households were categorised according to 
the distance travelled to schools. This indicator 
roughly indicated accessibility and choice in terms 
of distance to school. However, measuring access 
to good quality schools is beyond the scope of 
the paper. Apart from satisfaction levels of the 
households about the schools their children were 
attending as well as neighbourhood schools, no 
question was asked regarding the quality or nature 
of schools. Therefore, this study limits itself to 
accessibility. This categorical variable has been 
converted to a binary variable by combining the 
categories into two groups, namely, ‘up to 2 km’ 

1 IN05: On an average day, how much distance in km does 
this child have to travel from home to school? This categor-
ical variable gives the following options: ‘Less than 1 km’, 
‘1–2 km’, ‘2–5 km’, ‘6–10 km’, ‘11–20 km’, ‘21–30 km’, 
‘31–40 km’, ‘40 km, and more’. What is INO5? It is not in 
the text. 

(indicating a close proximity) and ‘more than 
2 km’ (otherwise). 

10.3.2 Methods to Assess 
Inequality 

This study used the Gini coefficient, one of 
the most popular measures to estimate overall 
inequality (Malakar et al. 2018). The value of the 
Gini coefficient lies between 0 and 1. When the 
value lies closer to 0, it indicates a fair distri-
bution of income or resources; when it is close 
to 1, it indicates a concentration of income or 
resources, or inequality. The present study utilised 
this index to calculate city-level and neighbour-
hood level inequalities in terms of housing and 
access of amenities and social infrastructure using 
household-level data collected through the survey. 

10.4 Access to Quality Housing, 
Amenities, and Services 
Across Different 
Neighbourhoods 

Access to quality housing and adequate basic 
amenities and infrastructure such as safe drinking 
water, sanitation and hygiene determines quality 
of life. Good health and quality education are 
also two important pillars of sustainability. The 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG 3 on good health, SDG 4 on quality educa-
tion, SDG 6 on water and sanitation, and SDG 11 
on sustainable cities and habitats) have provided 
special focus on access to these facilities for all. 
Moreover, the New Urban Agenda (NUA) put 
forward by HABITAT III (2016) emphasised equi-
table access to ‘quality housing as a component 
of the right to an adequate standard of living’ and 
‘universal access to safe and affordable drinking 
water and sanitation’, particularly in the rapidly 
urbanising Global South. Reducing inequalities 
and ensuring no one is left behind are integral 
to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. 
However, unequal availability and accessibility 
of facilities within and among countries is a 
persistent cause for concern in the Global South, 
including India.
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Table 10.1 Housing characteristics of surveyed households across different types of neighbourhoods 

Types of 
amenities 

High income Upper middle 
income 

Middle income Lower middle 
income 

Poor All samples 

Delhi 

Mean floor 
area sq. m. 

123.0 102.7 112.4 33.9 26.4 81.7 

Congestion 
factor 

0.0 0.4 10.8 16.4 32.4 10.4 

Access to sole 
use of Kitchen 

100.0 100.0 93.6 72.9 45.7 85.0 

Madurai 

Mean floor 
area sq. m. 

199.2 164.2 85.4 39.3 33.9 110.6 

Congestion 
factor 

0.0 9.0 10.0 15.6 63.7 18.2 

Access to sole 
use of Kitchen 

100.0 100.0 98.2 87.7 82.0 94.8 

Note Congestion Factor = Distribution of HHs with three or more members in one room or less 
Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021 

Although the condition of housing and basic 
service provision in urban India has improved 
substantially over the years, there is still wide 
disparity across caste, religious, and economic 
groups. Often the weaker socio-economic groups, 
that is, Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled 
Tribes (ST) lack access to quality housing and 
basic amenities (Kumar 2015). Existing studies 
on Delhi highlight a stark inequality between core 
and peripheral areas in terms of housing quality 
and infrastructure (Bhan and Jana 2015) and a 
similar pattern can be noted in Madurai (Kundu 
et al. 2019). The present section discusses the 
condition of housing and basic amenities across 
neighbourhoods and within neighbourhoods of 
different economic status. 

10.4.1 Housing 

In terms of the provision of quality housing, 
the study focuses on the availability of adequate 
living space, which has been analysed on the 
basis of total floor area, congestion factor,2 and 

2 Congestion factor has been defined as share of households 
having more than 2 members living in no exclusive room 
or just 1 room. 

access to a separate kitchen (Table 10.1). A city-
level comparison indicates that the average floor 
area of the surveyed households in Delhi was 
81.7 sq. m. compared to 110.6 sq. m. in Madurai. 
However, in spite of a higher mean floor area 
in Madurai, 18.2% of the surveyed households 
lived in congested dwellings3 compared to 10.4% 
households in Delhi. Notably, 60% of households 
in Madurai live in rented accommodation and 
congestion was much higher among the tenants 
(Kundu et al. 2019). 

A further analysis of availability of living space 
across neighbourhoods of different income cate-
gories indicates a wide disparity in both the cities. 
In the case of Delhi, mean floor area varied 
from 123 sq. m. in high-income neighbourhoods 
to 26.4 sq. m. in poor neighbourhoods. On the 
other hand, mean floor area had a wider range, 
from 199.2 sq. m. in the high-income neigh-
bourhoods to 33.9 sq. m. in poor income house-
holds in Madurai. Although average floor area is 
higher in Madurai, 63.7% of households in poor 
income neighbourhoods live in congested houses. 
On the other hand, 16.4% and 32.4% of the house-
holds in low-income and poor neighbourhoods, 
respectively, in Delhi live in congested dwellings

3 Dwellings with one or less room for a family of three 
members and more. 
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Table 10.2 Access to basic amenities across different neighbourhoods in Delhi and Madurai 

Types of amenities High income Upper middle 
income 

Middle income Lower middle 
income 

Poor All samples 

Delhi 

Piped drinking water 98.6 82.2 86.6 86.5 53.5 82.4 

Access to individual toilet 100.0 100.0 100.0 96.3 88.9 97.5 

Access to garbage 
collection 

100.0 99.8 97.6 96.4 63.7 93.0 

Madurai 

Piped drinking water 60.4 87.9 44.2 53.3 70.8 66.7 

Access to individual toilet 100.0 100.0 100.0 80.7 98.8 97.4 

Access to garbage 
collection 

99.2 98.5 94.6 98.5 84.3 95.3 

Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021 

(Table 10.1). This is mainly due to larger average 
household size. 

It is seen that, 94.8% of households in Madurai 
had access to a separate kitchen compared to 85% 
households in Delhi. Even 82% of households in 
poor neighbourhoods in Madurai had a separate 
kitchen while the corresponding share was only 
45.7% for Delhi (Table 10.1). It is a common sight 
in a majority of the slums of Delhi that a significant 
proportion of the households, used a single room 
to perform all day-to-day activities, which include 
cooking and bathing. 

The above findings indicate that a larger 
metropolitan cities like Delhi find it difficult to 
provide adequate living space to their poor resi-
dents compared to a regional city like Madurai, 
which is more sustainable and inclusive in terms 
of housing. 

10.4.2 Access to Basic Amenities 

Piped water supply: This section discusses the 
condition of basic amenities like piped water 
supply, basic toilet facilities, and garbage collec-
tion versus higher order amenities such as piped 
water within houses, exclusive access to toilet 
facilities, and door-to-door collection of garbage 
in different neighbourhoods. 

It is observed that 82.4% of surveyed house-
holds used piped water for drinking in Delhi 
compared to only 66.7% in Madurai. Poor quality 
and irregular supply are considered as reasons 

behind reliance on other sources of drinking water. 
In fact, only 60.4% of the surveyed households 
in the high-income group of Madurai used piped 
drinking water. On the contrary, a larger share 
(70.8%) of residents living in poor neighbour-
hoods, such as the slums along the river Vaigai, 
relied on piped drinking water. In Delhi, almost 
100% households in high-income neighbour-
hoods, and more than 80% of the households from 
upper middle, middle, and low-income neighbour-
hoods used piped water supply. However, only 
53.5% of slum households in Delhi used piped 
water for drinking (Table 10.2). 

The situation is even more unequal if the 
coverage of piped water supply within dwelling 
units is considered. Only 36.1% in Delhi and 
20.5% households in Madurai from poor neigh-
bourhoods had access to piped drinking water 
within the dwelling units (Table 10.3). Half of the 
households in Madurai from the poor neighbour-
hoods were dependent on public taps for drinking 
water. Similarly, in the absence of adequate quan-
tity and quality of drinking water supply on a 
regular basis, 45.3% of surveyed households in 
the poor neighbourhoods of Delhi depended on 
purchased water supplied through public tankers.

Toilet facilities: The findings indicate that 
households in both Madurai and Delhi had almost 
universal access to toilet facilities, barring a 
small share of households living in low-income 
and poor neighbourhoods in both the cities. 
However, access to flush toilets connected to 
public sewerage networks seems to be equally
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Table 10.3 Access to higher order basic amenities across different neighbourhoods of Delhi and Madurai 

Types of amenities High income Upper middle 
income 

Middle 
income 

Lower 
income 

Poor All sample 

Delhi 

Piped tap water inside 
house 

98.6 82.2 78.4 79.6 36.1 76.9 

Flush toilet linked to 
public sewer 

91.6 49.8 46.5 52.0 25.6 54.2 

Own toilet/exclusive 
use 

100.0 98.4 93.1 91.4 65.3 91.2 

Door-to-door 
collection 

99.5 90.8 86.9 64.7 12.6 74.3 

Madurai 

Piped tap water inside 
house 

54.4 85.3 38.0 53.3 20.5 54.0 

Flush toilet linked to 
public sewer 

72.9 72.0 29.6 0.0 70.9 55.9 

Own toilet/exclusive 
use 

100.0 99.1 100.0 80.7 67.0 91.1 

Door-to-door 
collection 

73.2 74.8 76.8 98.5 64.4 75.7 

Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021

unsatisfactory in both the cities. The situation is 
highly unequal across different types of neigh-
bourhoods. In both the cities, where the access to 
flush toilets with sewage network is very wide in 
high-income neighbourhoods (more than 90% in 
Delhi and around 72% in Madurai), it is deplorable 
in poor neighbourhoods in Delhi (25.6% house-
holds) and in low-income neighbourhoods of 
Madurai there is a complete absence. Compared 
to universal access to exclusive toilet facilities 
in high, upper middle and middle-income neigh-
bourhoods in both the cities, only two-thirds of 
the households living in poor income neighbour-
hoods had this facility (Table 10.3). It is noted that 
19.8% and 24.7% households of poor neighbour-
hoods in Delhi and Madurai were dependent on 
community toilets, which often lack cleanliness 
and running water facilities. 

Solid waste collection: There are also wide 
variations in solid waste collection mechanisms in 
these two cities. Although more than 90% of the 
total households in Delhi had some arrangement 
for garbage disposal, it was noted that only 63.7% 
households living in poor neighbourhoods had 
access to it (Table 10.2). However, only around 

three-quarters of the surveyed households of these 
two cities had access to door-to-door collection 
of garbage. In Delhi, this service is noted to be 
mostly limited to high and middle-income neigh-
bourhoods and only 12.6% households from poor 
neighbourhoods had similar access. However, this 
facility is more inclusive in Madurai with 64.4% 
of the households from the poor neighbourhoods 
reporting access to the service (Table 10.3). 

10.4.3 Other Physical and Social 
Infrastructure Services 

Like housing and basic amenities, access to 
other services such as transport, shopping, and 
medical facilities within a convenient distance 
varied widely across different types of neighbour-
hoods in these two cities, barring universal prox-
imity to bus stops, grocery shops, and pharmacists 
in all types of neighbourhoods (Table 10.4). In 
Delhi, the high-income neighbourhoods enjoyed 
universal access to most of the amenities and 
social infrastructure. On the contrary, the situa-
tion was less than satisfactory for neighbourhoods
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Table 10.4 Access to physical and social infrastructure and services across neighbourhoods of Delhi and Madurai 

Access to Different Facilities Delhi Madurai 

High 

Income 

Upper 

Middle 

Income 

Middle 

Income 

Lower 

Income 

Poor 

Income 

All 

Sample 

High 

Income 

Upper 

Middle 

Income 

Middle 

Income 

Lower 

Income 

Poor All 

Sample 

Transport Bus Stop 100.0 99.6 98.4 100.0 79.8 96.4 92.3 97.3 90.4 100.0 96.7 95.2 

Train/Metro/Subway Stations 96.7 68.8 41.5 31.3 27.3 55.9 66.1 79.6 32.3 0.7 55.1 54.1 

Health Care Facilities Doctor's surgery/clinic 100.0 84.7 22.4 31.5 40.0 59.7 94.3 58.2 84.6 85.2 68.7 76.2 

Pharmacy 100.0 100.0 98.6 93.4 98.6 98.3 98.6 99.1 90.0 100.0 95.7 96.9 

Different Institutions Bank Branch 100.0 99.4 98.2 81.7 71.6 91.5 98.7 92.8 86.9 95.5 76.0 90.3 

Post Office 100.0 97.6 97.7 66.4 46.2 83.9 42.2 86.1 73.0 3.5 72.2 61.0 

Police Station 100.0 93.7 40.0 81.4 80.7 81.2 78.4 96.6 34.6 37.1 66.5 68.9 

Market Grocery/Small Food Shop 100.0 100.0 100.0 97.6 96.5 99.0 98.6 99.8 91.2 96.7 85.7 95.0 

Supermarket 100.0 86.4 27.4 25.5 5.6 54.3 91.7 69.7 39.3 85.0 47.9 67.3 

Recreation Sports Facilities 84.8 16.0 75.1 18.5 10.2 39.7 67.4 30.0 29.4 2.8 19.6 33.1 

Open Space/Park Availability 99.7 28.5 82.7 68.8 23.3 59.1 78.1 46.2 46.4 39.2 48.0 53.0 

Accessibility 82.8 17.0 59.8 37.5 7.3 40.1 58.1 27.6 17.7 8.2 19.8 29.0 

Note Colour schemes 

Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021 

of similar background in Madurai as only 42.2% 
and 67.4% households, respectively, had access to 
a post office and sports facilities. 

Health care: Notably, the rich-poor divide in 
access to some amenities and services was noted 
to be higher in Delhi. To elucidate, access to basic 
health care facilities within neighbourhoods is 
observed to be very limited in low-income and 
poor neighbourhoods of Delhi as only 31.5% and 
40%—households living in these neighbourhoods 
had access to a doctor’s clinic. In Madurai, on the 
other hand, access to basic health care is noted to 
be much better in the poor neighbourhoods, indi-
cating more equal distribution of services. Also, 
the slums and resettlement colonies in Madurai 
are often provided with basic health care facil-
ities owing to interventions of government and 
non-state actors. However, the low-income neigh-
bourhoods particularly located at the peripheries 
of Madurai city, were found to have limited access 
to services among all the categories of neighbour-
hoods (Table 10.4). Most of the non-slum low-
income neighbourhoods in Madurai lack all the 
basic facilities, mostly owing to their disadvanta-
geous locations. 

Open spaces and parks: The situation is less 
than satisfactory in the case of availability of open 
space in both the cities. Only 53% of surveyed 

households in Madurai and 59.1% in Delhi had 
the availability of open space/parks. Moreover, 
the situation is highly unequal across different 
types of neighbourhoods. While availability of 
open space is noted to be universal in high-
income neighbourhoods in Delhi, the figure was as 
low as 23.3% in poor neighbourhoods. However, 
disparity in access to open space is noted to be 
marginally lower in Madurai as the share varied 
from 78.1% in high-income neighbourhoods to 
39.2% in low-income neighbourhoods. In fact, the 
situation is noted to be worse when accessibility 
to these open spaces/parks is taken into considera-
tion as only 40% and 29% surveyed households in 
Delhi and Madurai confirmed their accessibility to 
the same. Notably, the accessibility to open space 
is dismal in poor neighbourhoods in both the cities 
as only 7.3% residents of poor income neighbour-
hoods of Delhi and 8.2% low-income neighbour-
hoods in Madurai had access to these open spaces 
(Table 10.4). 

10.4.3.1 Physical Proximity 
to Schools 

Access to schools is an important social infrastruc-
ture and has been measured through the maximum 
distance travelled to school by a student. The city-
level distribution reveals that the children from
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Table 10.5 Distance travelled to schools in different types of neighbourhoods in Delhi and Madurai 

Distance 
travelled 

High income Upper middle 
income 

Middle income Lower income Poor All sample 

Delhi 

Less than 
1 km  

10.6 27.4 50.3 46.3 45.4 37.6 

1–2 km 6.3 22.3 21.6 27.0 48.3 26.1 

2–5 km 43.9 36.1 11.1 10.4 5.4 20.3 

6–10 km 25.3 14.2 10.7 12.5 0.9 12.0 

>10 km 13.9 0.0 6.2 3.9 0.0 4.0 

Madurai 

Less than 
1 km  

10.0 31.6 15.7 35.1 23.6 22.1 

1–2 km 10.2 24.5 27.2 13.3 33.5 21.4 

2–5 km 39.4 14.0 27.2 15.1 32.7 26.6 

6–10 km 26.3 25.9 26.2 24.6 7.7 22.6 

>10 km 14.2 4.0 3.7 12.0 2.5 7.4 

Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021 

63.7% households in Delhi travelled up to 2 km 
to school, while only 4% commuted more than 
10 km for the same purpose. The respective figures 
for Madurai were 43.5% and 7.4% (Table 10.5). 

A detailed analysis shows that more than 45% 
of the households from middle, low income and 
poor neighbourhoods in Delhi sent their children 
to schools located in close proximity to their 
homes (within a kilometre). In total, more than 
70% children from these three types of neighbour-
hoods travel less than 2 km to school (Table 10.5). 
A further analysis indicates that about 80% of 
children from low-income and more than 90% of 
children from poor neighbourhoods in Delhi were 
attending government schools with free educa-
tion, mostly located in close proximity to these 
neighbourhoods. On the other hand, only 16.9% 
children from high-income neighbourhoods of 
Delhi attended schools within their neighbour-
hoods (within 2 km) while around 40% children 
travelled beyond 5 km. A majority of the chil-
dren from these neighbourhoods were enrolled in 
a private school facility and used school buses or 
personal motorised vehicles to commute. 

Similarly, in Madurai, it is seen that only 20.2% 
households from high-income neighbourhoods 

sent their children to schools within close prox-
imity (2 km), whereas about 14.2% households 
reported that their children travelled more than 
10 km to school. The travel pattern in other neigh-
bourhoods is mixed. It is noted that the children 
from 57.1% households of poor neighbourhoods 
and 56.1% from upper middle-income neighbour-
hoods sent their children to schools within 2 km 
from their neighbourhoods. On the other hand, 
due to lack of access to schools in close prox-
imity, 36.6% households in low-income neigh-
bourhoods reported that their children commuted 
more than 5 km (Table 10.5). Unlike Delhi, the 
commuting pattern in Madurai was not linked to 
socio-economic status of the neighbourhoods as 
12% children from low-income neighbourhoods 
commute more than 5 km. Also, a large proportion 
of school-going children, even those belonging 
to poor income neighbourhoods, attended private 
schools. 

Overall, one can notice a visible class disparity 
in terms of access to different types of amenities, 
facilities, and services in both the Indian cities. 
It is observed that residents of low-income and 
poor neighbourhoods lack adequate basic ameni-
ties, particularly the networked infrastructure. In
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the absence of adequate toilet facilities and an effi-
cient garbage collection mechanism, access to a 
hygienic environment is a major concern in these 
neighbourhoods. Similarly, access to other ameni-
ties and services such as market facilities, trans-
port, medical services, recreation, and access to 
open and green space varied widely across the 
different neighbourhood categories. Importantly, 
the poor neighbourhoods lack adequate access to 
all of these in both the cities. However, the access 
to education facilities showed a haphazard pattern. 
In Delhi, the households from neighbourhoods 
of lower socio-economic status generally availed 
free education in government schools which were 
within close proximity to their place of residence. 
On the other hand, distance of school from the 
neighbourhood was not a significant factor in 
selection of the educational facility across the 
different neighbourhoods in Madurai. 

10.5 Inequality Across 
and Within 
Neighbourhoods 

This study measures inequality in terms of 
adequate living space and access to different 
amenities at city-level and between neighbour-
hoods using the Gini coefficient (G). The value 
of the G lies between 0 and 1. When the value 
lies closer to 0, it indicates a fair distribution of 
income or resources; when it is close to 1, it indi-
cates a concentration of income or resources, or 
inequality. 

A comparison of Gini coefficient values 
measured at the city-level indicates that the Gini 
coefficient values are much lower in both the 
cities in terms of access to basic amenities like 
piped drinking water, toilet facilities, and garbage 
collection facilities. It is noted that coefficient 
values are even less than 0.1 in case of access 
to toilet and garbage collection facilities, indi-
cating wide coverage of these services in both 
the cities and near absence of class divisions. 
On the contrary, access to piped drinking water 
is more unequal, particularly in Madurai (G = 
0.333) (Table 10.6). Poor and irregular supply 
of piped drinking water was more responsible 

Table 10.6 Gini coefficients in housing conditions and 
basic amenities in Delhi and Madurai 

Housing conditions and types 
of amenities 

Delhi Madurai 

Housing 

Floor area (sq. m.) 0.417 0.553 

Availability of separate 
kitchen 

0.150 0.052 

Basic amenities 

Access to piped drinking 
water 

0.176 0.333 

Access to toilet facilities 0.025 0.026 

Access to garbage collection 
facilities 

0.070 0.047 

Amenities of higher order 

Access to piped drinking 
water within dwelling 

0.231 0.460 

Access to flush toilet 
connected to public sewer 

0.458 0.441 

Exclusive access to toilet 0.088 0.089 

Access to door-to-door 
collection of garbage 

0.257 0.243 

Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021 

for this disparity than the lack of a piped water 
network, barring a few localities in the newly 
merged peripheral wards. 

In contrast to the basic amenities, accessi-
bility to higher order amenities have been found 
to be more unequal in both the cities. Most 
of these services are either self-owned or paid 
services, which explains their skewed distribu-
tion. For example, access to flush toilet facilities 
connected to a public sewer network was highly 
unequal in both the cities (G = 0.458 in Delhi 
and G = 0.441 in Madurai). In most cases, public 
sewer networks in Indian cities are limited to the 
city core, excluding the rapidly sprawling periph-
eries. In the peripheral areas of the cities, the 
existence of public sewerage networks can only 
be found in high-income gated housing societies, 
where such networked infrastructure is mostly 
privatised (Sawyer et al. 2021). Similarly, unequal 
access to paid services like door-to-door garbage 
collection was considerably high in these two 
cities (G = 0.257 for Delhi and G = 0.243 
for Madurai) (Table 10.6). In contrast, exclusive 
access to toilet facilities was widely available
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Fig. 10.1 Inequality (Gini coefficients) in access to different physical and social infrastructure and services in Delhi 
and Madurai. Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021i 

in both the cities with G values less than 0.1. 
This might be an outcome of the investments 
under the central government flagship programme 
Swachh Bharat Mission—Urban, targeted to elim-
inate open defecation by constructing individual 
toilets and public toilets. 

Like higher order amenities, access to adequate 
living space was noted to be highly unequal in 
Madurai (G = 0.553) and Delhi (G = 0.417). The 
G values indicate that inequality in terms of living 
space is higher in Madurai compared to Delhi. 
However, inequality in terms of access to sepa-
rate kitchen facilities was low in both the cities 
(Table 10.6). 

It is observed in both the cities that access to 
amenities and infrastructure such as bus stops, 
pharmacies, grocery shops, and banks was the 
same compared to doctors’ clinics, supermarkets, 
train/metro stations, and sports facilities. To elab-
orate, proximity to bus stops (G = 0.036 in Delhi 
and 0.048 in Madurai), pharmacies (G = 0.017 
in Delhi and 0.031 in Madurai), grocery shops 
(G = 0.010 in Delhi and 0.050 in Madurai), and 
banking facilities (G = 0.085 in Delhi and 0.097 
in Madurai) was mostly available across all cate-
gories of neighbourhoods with lower coefficient 
values. On the contrary, amenities like proximity 
to train/metro stations (G = 0.441 in Delhi and 
0.459 in Madurai), supermarkets (G = 0.457 in 
Delhi and 0.327 in Madurai), sports facilities (G 
= 0.603 in Delhi and 0.669 in Madurai) were 

observed to be highly unequal. Moreover, avail-
ability of doctors’ clinics within the neighbour-
hood was noted to be highly unequal across neigh-
bourhoods of Delhi (G = 0.403) as many poor 
ones lacked certified health care facilities in prox-
imity. Further, availability as well as accessibility 
of open spaces/parks was highly unequal in both 
the cities (Fig. 10.1). Likewise, access to schools 
measured in terms of distance from the neighbour-
hood was unequal in both the cities and particu-
larly high in Madurai (G = 0.566 compared to G 
= 0.363 in Delhi) (Table 10.9). 

An analysis of the data for different 
types of neighbourhoods indicates that intra-
neighbourhood inequalities increased with 
decreasing socio-economic status. Intra-
neighbourhood inequalities were much higher 
in low-income and poor neighbourhoods in both 
the cities of Delhi and Madurai in case of access 
to adequate living space and basic as well as 
higher order amenities, with a few exceptions 
(Tables 10.7 and 10.8).

It is noted that inequalities are in terms of 
adequate housing and basic amenities higher 
where the share of tenants is higher. Inequality 
within same categories of neighbourhoods for 
floor area displayed a heterogenous pattern in 
both the cities. It is observed that inter-household 
inequality within similar categories of neigh-
bourhoods was high among high- (G = 0.415) 
and upper middle-income (G = 0.602) neigh-
bourhoods in Madurai. A similar pattern was
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Table 10.7 Inequality (Gini coefficients) in housing and basic amenities for different types of neighbourhoods in Delhi 
and Madurai 

Types of amenities High income Upper middle 
income 

Middle 
income 

Lower 
income 

Poor 

Delhi 

Housing Floor area (sq. m.) 0.109 0.291 0.429 0.303 0.328 

Availability of 
separate kitchen 

0.000 0.000 0.064 0.271 0.543 

Basic amenities Access to piped 
drinking water 

0.015 0.178 0.134 0.135 0.465 

Access to toilet 
facilities 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.037 0.111 

Access to garbage 
collection facilities 

0.000 0.002 0.024 0.036 0.363 

Amenities of high 
order 

Access to piped 
drinking water 
within dwellings 

0.015 0.178 0.216 0.204 0.639 

Access to flush 
toilet connected to 
public sewer 

0.084 0.502 0.535 0.480 0.744 

Exclusive access 
to toilet 

0.000 0.016 0.069 0.086 0.347 

Access to 
door-to-door 
collection of 
garbage 

0.005 0.092 0.131 0.353 0.875 

Madurai 

Housing Floor area (sq. m.) 0.415 0.602 0.340 0.295 0.390 

Availability of 
separate kitchen 

0.000 0.000 0.018 0.123 0.180 

Basic amenities Access to piped 
drinking water 

0.396 0.121 0.558 0.467 0.292 

Access to toilet 
facilities 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.193 0.012 

Access to garbage 
collection facilities 

0.008 0.015 0.054 0.015 0.157 

Amenities of high 
order 

Access to piped 
drinking water 
within dwellings 

0.456 0.147 0.620 0.467 0.795 

Access to flush 
toilet connected to 
public sewer 

0.271 0.280 0.704 0.000 0.291

(continued)
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Table 10.7 (continued)

Types of amenities High income Upper middle
income

Middle
income

Lower
income

Poor

Exclusive access 
to toilet 

0.000 0.010 0.000 0.193 0.330 

Access to 
door-to-door 
collection of 
garbage 

0.268 0.252 0.232 0.015 0.356 

Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021

found in middle-income neighbourhoods in Delhi 
(Table 10.7). 

Inter-city comparison indicates that intra-city 
inequality is highest in poor neighbourhoods in 
Delhi in case of access to adequate living space 
and basic as well as higher order amenities. In 
contrast, the coefficient values are much lower 
for the similar type of neighbourhood in Madurai 
(Table 10.7). The situation is similar in case of 
access to other amenities and social infrastructure 
as poor neighbourhoods in Delhi were found to be 
highly unequal, not only compared to other types 
in the city but also compared to the same type in 
Madurai (Table 10.8). 

Unlike Delhi where inter-household inequality 
is found to be worst in poor neighbourhoods, in 
Madurai, inter-household inequality in access to 
amenities and services like train/metro station, 
post office, sports facilities, and accessibility to 
open space is noted to be worst in low-income 
neighbourhoods (Table 10.8). 

Moreover, it is observed that a high level 
of inter-household inequality prevails in middle-
income neighbourhoods in terms of overall access 
to networked infrastructure like piped drinking 
water (G = 0.558), particularly within the 
dwelling units (G = 0.620), and access to flush 
toilet system connected to a public sewerage 
network (G = 0.704). A similar situation was 
noted in the case of access to flush toilets 
connected to public sewers in upper middle (G 
= 0.502) and middle-income (G = 0.535) neigh-
bourhoods in Delhi (Table 10.7). These upper 
middle and middle-income neighbourhoods of 
Delhi fall outside the purview of master plan 
zones and therefore, are yet to be connected with 
networked infrastructure such as public sewerage. 

Moreover, both of these types of neighbourhoods 
in both the cities accommodate a large number 
of tenants, which explains the high inequality in 
access to these amenities. 

Compared to access to basic and other ameni-
ties and services, inequality in access to schools is 
often determined by choice, as found in both these 
cities. It is observed that inequality was higher 
in high-income neighbourhoods on the basis of 
distance to schools. In Delhi, inequality decreased 
with decreasing socio-economic status of neigh-
bourhoods. This was because most households 
in poorer neighbourhoods send their children to 
close-by government schools. However, there is 
no particular pattern found in Madurai. The coef-
ficient value was considerably high in low-income 
neighbourhoods (G = 0.516), while it was much 
lower in upper middle-income neighbourhoods 
(G = 0.439) (Table 10.9). The mixed pattern 
of inequality indicates two facts: less density of 
schools as a whole in the city, and a higher afford-
ability of private schools, as even a large share 
of households in poor neighbourhoods sent their 
children to private schools. 

10.6 Discussion 

The results from this primary field based study 
highlight prevailing inequalities across different 
types of neighbourhoods in Delhi and Madurai 
in terms of adequate living space and access to 
various amenities and services. The inequality is 
low in terms of access to basic services across 
the neighbourhoods although both of these cities 
had high coverage of basic amenities like drinking 
water, toilet facilities, and garbage collection,
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Table 10.8 Inequality (Gini coefficients) in access to different physical and social infrastructure across different types 
of neighbourhoods in Delhi and Madurai 

Access to different facilities High 
income 

Upper 
middle 
income 

Middle 
income 

Lower 
income 

Poor 

Delhi 

Transport Bus stop 0.000 0.004 0.016 0.000 0.202 

Train/metro/subway 
stations 

0.033 0.312 0.585 0.687 0.727 

Health care Facilities Doctor’s surgery/ 
clinic 

0.000 0.153 0.776 0.685 0.600 

Pharmacy 0.000 0.000 0.014 0.066 0.014 

Different institutions Bank branch 0.000 0.006 0.018 0.183 0.284 

Post office 0.000 0.024 0.023 0.336 0.538 

Police station 0.000 0.063 0.600 0.186 0.193 

Market Grocery/small food 
shop 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.024 0.035 

Supermarket 0.000 0.136 0.726 0.745 0.944 

Recreation Sports Facilities 0.152 0.840 0.249 0.815 0.898 

Open SPACE/Park Availability 0.003 0.715 0.173 0.312 0.767 

Accessibility 0.172 0.830 0.402 0.625 0.927 

Madurai 

Transport Bus stop 0.077 0.027 0.096 0.000 0.033 

Train/metro/subway 
stations 

0.339 0.204 0.677 0.993 0.449 

Health care Facilities Doctor’s surgery/ 
clinic 

0.058 0.418 0.154 0.148 0.313 

Pharmacy 0.014 0.009 0.100 0.000 0.043 

Different institutions Bank branch 0.013 0.072 0.131 0.045 0.240 

Post office 0.578 0.139 0.270 0.965 0.278 

Police station 0.216 0.035 0.654 0.629 0.336 

Market Grocery/small food 
shop 

0.014 0.002 0.088 0.033 0.143 

Supermarket 0.083 0.303 0.607 0.150 0.521 

Recreation Sports facilities 0.326 0.700 0.706 0.972 0.804 

Open space/park Availability 0.219 0.538 0.536 0.609 0.520 

Accessibility 0.419 0.724 0.823 0.918 0.802 

Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021 

Table 10.9 Inequality (Gini coefficients) in distance to schools across different types of neighbourhoods in Delhi and 
Madurai 

High income Upper middle 
income 

Middle income Lower income Poor Total 

Delhi 0.831 0.503 0.280 0.267 0.063 0.363 

Madurai 0.799 0.439 0.571 0.516 0.429 0.566 

Source Primary survey in Delhi and Madurai, 2021
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owing to successful implementation of national 
flagship programmes like Atal Mission for Reju-
venation and Urban Transformation (AMRUT) 
and Swachh Bharat Mission-Urban (SBM-U). 
Besides networked infrastructure, access to open 
space is also highly unsatisfactory and unequal in 
these two cities. The highly dense slums hardly 
had provision for open space. Even if open spaces 
are available, maintenance is poor. 

There was a stark inequality across neigh-
bourhoods of different socio-economic status in 
both the cities especially on the basis of access 
to housing, amenities, and services, particularly 
networked infrastructure such as public sewerage. 
Inter-city comparison reveals a higher level of 
inequality in Delhi compared to Madurai where, 
distribution of amenities and services, except 
for piped drinking water, are more inclusive 
along with piped drinking water. Madurai exhibits 
higher levels of inequality in terms of access to 
adequate living space. Apart from class-based 
inequalities, each type of neighbourhood exhibits 
different characteristics of inequality. 

The high-income bungalow zones or gated 
communities enjoyed all major facilities in both 
the cities, particularly in Delhi. The residents 
enjoyed all the basic, higher-level and other 
services, and were willing to avail of distant infras-
tructure as they could afford long commutes. For 
example, the high-income households in the city 
preferred sending their children to private schools, 
even if they were situated far from the neigh-
bourhood. The same pattern is observed in the 
high-income neighbourhoods of Madurai. 

On the other hand, the low-income and poor 
neighbourhoods in both the cities lacked adequate 
living space and a majority of basic amenities 
including regular supply of drinking water, safe 
sanitation and solid waste management. More-
over, intra-household inequality was found higher 
in poor neighbourhoods, particularly in Delhi, 
indicating their differences in negotiating and 
purchasing power. It is observed in many cases 
that tenants were more dependent on shared 
resources such as public drinking water stands 
and community toilets. On the contrary, slums and 
resettlement colonies of Madurai are well served 
with all networked infrastructure like piped water, 

toilets, and garbage collection facilities. With the 
higher occurrence and easy availability of govern-
ment schools in almost every poor neighbourhood 
of Delhi, accessibility to government schools was 
found to be higher in the city. 

In Delhi, a high degree of inter-household 
inequality was noted within upper middle and 
middle-income neighbourhoods in case of access 
to higher order amenities such as public sewerage, 
exclusive toilet, and piped drinking water. A large 
share of upper middle and middle-income neigh-
bourhoods in Delhi fall outside the master plan 
zones of the city and therefore lack networked 
infrastructure and planned growth. These neigh-
bourhoods also provide a low cost rental housing, 
and therefore are marked by unequal access to 
amenities. The situation is similar in Madurai as 
upper middle and middle-income neighbourhoods 
had a high share of tenants and these neighbour-
hoods showed higher levels of inter-household 
level inequality. 

Moreover, some of the inequality within the 
same type of neighbourhood can be explained 
in terms of locational differences of neighbour-
hoods of similar socio-economic status. For 
example, the upper middle-income neighbour-
hood of Uttaranchal Enclave in Delhi, which 
is in the northern periphery of the city, lacked 
access to a public sewerage network owing to 
its locational disadvantage. A similar pattern 
is observed for low-income and poor neigh-
bourhoods in the case of piped drinking water 
supply. For example, a resettlement colony and 
a slum cluster located in the periphery of Delhi, 
lacked access to both piped water supply and 
public sewerage. This situation was prevalent 
in the poor socio-economic peripheral newly 
merged wards in Madurai. The latter lacked 
all networked infrastructure like piped drinking 
water supply and a piped sewerage network since 
these areas were rural in nature until recently, 
with no networked infrastructure and educational 
and healthcare facilities. 

The present analysis reveals the presence of a 
stark class inequality in access to quality housing 
and services across different types of neigh-
bourhoods. The chapter also sheds light on the 
inequalities in accessing services and facilities
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among residents living in neighbourhoods with 
a similar socio-economic background. However, 
a limitation of the study remains as the cate-
gorisation of the neighbourhoods is based on the 
status of household income and does not include 
the geographical location, whether in the core 
or periphery, which brings in the probability of 
‘aggregate error’ in the estimation of the inequal-
ities. Therefore, such categorisation undermines 
the differences and unequal situation arises from 
existing core–periphery differences in infrastruc-
ture. It leaves scope for conducting a separate 
study to measure inequality in access to services, 
facilities, and infrastructure at the neighbourhood 
level in order to unravel the intra-neighbourhood 
inequalities as well as inequalities between the 
neighbourhoods located in different parts of the 
cities. This will portray a more accurate measure-
ment of the reality that exists. Also, it is important 
to highlight the locational aspects of neighbour-
hoods while determining the intra-neighbourhood 
inequalities within a city. 

10.7 Conclusion 

Inequality in accessing services, facilities, and 
infrastructure is very much the character and 
not the outcome of urbanisation in the Global 
South. This chapter attempted to highlight intra-
city inequalities among different types of neigh-
bourhoods in accessing quality housing, services, 
facilities, and infrastructure. It not only empha-
sised the existing inequalities across different 
types of neighbourhoods, but also discussed intra-
neighbourhood inequalities in the two Indian 
cities of Delhi and Madurai. A comparative anal-
ysis revealed that higher levels of inequality 
existed in Madurai compared to Delhi in housing, 
basic amenities, and other services including 
transport, health care, and education. This illus-
trates the fact that smaller and regional cities need 
to develop a better coverage of infrastructure and 
amenities. 

It was also observed that there is acute shortage 
of networked infrastructure in the peripheral 
neighbourhoods of Madurai, as these areas were 

very recently brought under the city adminis-
tration. This also brought to light the responsi-
bility of the city administration to provide major 
public services to the residents of the newly added 
areas of the city, which in many cases were 
overlooked. Consequently, such unequal patterns 
can ultimately shed some light on the advancing 
distributive equity, particularly the differences 
between the core and periphery of the city. Other 
than that, there was enough evidence of stark 
inequalities between different income classes, 
especially in accessibility of services, facili-
ties, and infrastructure prevalent in urban India. 
The intra-neighbourhood categorical inequalities 
also highlighted the significance of location in 
shaping the inequality framework as well as indi-
vidual wealth status in determining accessibility 
to services, facilities, and infrastructure. From 
the urban policy perspective, it is essential to 
understand the emergent inequalities that arise 
when urban infrastructure lags with respect to 
the increment in urban population. Other than 
the problems of addressing the distribution of 
infrastructure in an urban set-up, the disparity in 
accessing urban infrastructure depends consider-
ably on the class-caste-communal divide. These 
inherent divisions pose fundamental constraints 
on the path of sustainable urban development. The 
research results strongly recommend an urgent 
need for inclusive policies towards reduction of 
disparities in accessing basic urban infrastructure 
and improvement of the available infrastructure in 
Indian cities. 
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11Neighbourhood Inequalities 
and Challenges to Urban Planning 
in Dhaka 
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Abstract 

Fast-growing Southern cities accommodate 
diverse and intricate neighbourhood clus-
ters that exhibit disparities in opportunities. 
This chapter delves into the socio-spatial 
elements of spatial inequality among neigh-
bourhood types in Dhaka and entrenched 
political and economic factors. A multi-stage 
sequential quantitative analysis using a wealth-
based neighbourhood categorisation plus data 
from various sources reveals deficiencies and 
differences in services, facilities, and the 
built environment across five neighbourhood 
types. Inadequate resources, weak institutional 
capacity, market-driven resource distribution, 
and elitist planning contribute to Dhaka’s status 
as an unequal city. This chapter advocates 
for innovative, people-centred neighbourhood 
planning that recognises the internal differen-
tiation of neighbourhoods both in Dhaka and 
similar contexts. 
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11.1 Introduction 

Within the reality of unprecedented rates of urban-
isation (UN Habitat 2022), neighbourhoods of 
Southern cities, in general, struggle to meet the 
growing demand for services and facilities, infras-
tructure and housing (Wang and Kintrea 2019). 
Overall, higher economic growth has improved 
living conditions in large cities; still, poverty 
and neighbourhood inequality in basic infrastruc-
ture, housing, education, and health services are 
explicit (Moshi et al. 2018; Kundu et al. 2018). 
In response, public policies, deprived of neigh-
bourhood focus, have appeared ineffective in miti-
gating urban socio-spatial inequalities (Sowgat 
and Roy 2022b; Delos Reyes et al. 2018). 

Neighbourhood environment, the accessibility 
of services and facilities, and housing influence 
an individual’s health and well-being (Roy and 
Sowgat 2024; Maddock et al. 2021), educa-
tional attainment (Jensen and Seltzer 2000), and 
economic prosperity (Dodini and Fantini 2006). 
Historically, neighbourhood inequalities remain 
an important driver of deprivation and higher-
order urban segregation (Sampson 2019). The 
prevailing socio-spatial inequality and differenti-
ation of urban neighbourhoods in the developing 
South are widely acknowledged as a key barrier to 
achieving several sustainable development goals, 
specifically SDG 1, SDG 3, SDG 4, and SDG
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11 (Wang and Kintrea 2019). Thus, neighbour-
hood studies are essential in understanding urban 
spatial inequalities regarding policy implications 
for determining the overall progress and sustain-
ability of cities (Sampson 2017). 

Inequality studies of neighbourhoods generally 
focus on livelihoods, housing, service gaps, health 
and education inequalities in informal settlements 
(Hosseini et al. 2023; Lubeck-Schricker et al. 
2023; Shrum et al. 2023; Bharathi et al. 2022). 
Communities, particularly the affluent ones, have 
begun to create an emerging literature examining 
gated communities, health and health-related 
behaviour, safety, and access to and the quality 
of local facilities, including public green spaces, 
the built environment and quality of life (Bhandari 
2023; Dang et al. 2023; Ehwi  2023; Ji et al.  2023; 
Heroy et al. 2023; Robb Larkins and Durão 2023). 
However, there remains a significant knowledge 
gap concerning diverse neighbourhood agglomer-
ations and their effect on inequalities (Lynge et al. 
2022) in the large, fast-growing Southern cities 
where the rapid urbanisation process contributes 
to diverse and complex neighbourhood clusters 
with disparities in opportunities (Kundu et al. 
2020). 

As the fifth fastest-growing megacity and 
sixth densest city in the world (Roy 2023; 
Statista 2023), Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh, 
confronts critical sustainability challenges, 
including failure to meet the rising need for 
housing, infrastructure, and urban services, 
widespread poverty, and acute environmental 
pollution (Roy 2021). Despite the introduction of 
formal planning practices predominantly during 
the 1950s, its neighbourhoods have developed 
spontaneously and unplanned across the city 
(Baffoe and Roy 2023). More importantly, the 
organic nature of urban transformation in Dhaka 
has resulted in the emergence and entrenchment 
of diverse and complex neighbourhood structures 
(Roy and Sowgat 2020) that suffer from an 
unequal distribution of resources and life oppor-
tunities while simultaneously being rife with 
social discrimination as low-wealth communities, 
and urban villages are at a heightened risk of 
facing injustice (Sowgat and Roy 2022a). A 

recent study by Sowgat and Roy (2022b) shows  
that the city faces acute socio-spatial division 
concerning access to urban services, housing, 
employment, and religion. They find clusters of 
poorly served areas at the periphery and slums as 
isolated communities. 

This chapter aims to analyse and shed light 
on spatial inequality in Dhaka using the neigh-
bourhood as the analytical unit. It answers the 
questions of (1) What are the diverse socio-
spatial elements of spatial inequality and differ-
entiation between the neighbourhood classes in 
Dhaka, and (2) What are the deep-rooted factors 
of inequalities in this city that contribute to 
inequality? 

The chapter contributes to the intellectual and 
policy arena in several areas. A neighbourhood 
wealth-based approach to developing a typology 
for Dhaka reveals an advanced understanding 
of the diverse residential environment in large, 
fast-growing, South Asian cities. The system-
atic analysis uses a multi-dimensional approach 
to reveal internal characteristics of these types 
from the latest data in various natures that may 
offer urban scholars a better understanding of 
the internal structure of these classes and create 
a baseline for tracking future changes in the 
neighbourhood groups. A relative comparison of 
these neighbourhood types concerning natural 
and built environments, infrastructure, services 
and facilities, and the socio-economic conditions 
of the residents would provide new evidence of 
and insights into inequalities and deficiencies in 
urban neighbourhoods in the Southern context 
and promote more sustainable urban develop-
ment in similar settings. 

The next section defines the neighbourhoods 
in Dhaka, followed by the methodology applied 
to classify them and the different data sources 
that have contributed to explaining the internal 
structure and differences of the communities in 
this city. The following section offers insight 
into the disparities in different neighbourhood 
classes in the city. The final two sections discuss 
the underlying entrenched forces associated with 
these inequalities and conclude with remarks on 
reducing these differences.



11 Neighbourhood Inequalities and Challenges to Urban Planning… 165

11.2 Defining Neighbourhoods: 
The Context of Dhaka 

According to the 2011 national census, Dhaka 
has 945 neighbourhoods (NH), locally called 
Mahalla. Among these, 863 are residential 
communities; the remaining are primarily 
restricted areas or those with less than 35% 
residential land use. The rapid urban reconstruc-
tion process has reconfigured the attributes of 
these Mahallas, including the emergence and 
growth of non-residential land uses, and rede-
fined their boundaries over time. Some Mahallas 
may serve as physical neighbourhood boundaries 
for some, where they live, share infrastructures, 
services, and facilities, and interact with others 
(Alkan and Maksudyan 2020). For others, their 
perceived neighbourhood “pseudo environment” 
may differ from these boundaries (Lippmann 
1991, in Wong et al. 2012). Instead of the 
subjective perception of neighbourhoods, which 
are fluid and often multiple and dynamic (Alkan 
and Maksudyan 2020), the objective approach 
has laid the foundation of defining neighbour-
hoods for this study as the means to have policy 
implications. Although the smallest census tracts 
may not resemble the perceptual reality of indi-
viduals in all cases, these units, in most cases, 
demonstrate the nature of neighbourhoods in 
Dhaka where groups of residents are associated 
with a collection of spatially grounded attributes. 
This study uses 863 Mahallas to represent neigh-
bourhoods in Dhaka for which census data are 
available. 

Out of the 863 residential neighbourhoods, a 
small share is developed through plans laid out 
by public and private sectors, namely Gulshan, 
Uttara, Banani, Wari, and Bashundhara Residen-
tial Areas. Individuals and real estate compa-
nies lead the organic transformation of most of 
the neighbourhoods in Dhaka. These planned and 
unplanned neighbourhoods are distributed across 
the city core and periphery; some are old, while 
others are very young. To explain the internal 
structure and differences of the communities in 
Dhaka, it is crucial to classify the neighbourhoods 
that would reflect the variations in development 
patterns, locations, and age. 

11.3 Neighbourhood 
Classification and Data 
Sources 

Most macroscale (intra and inter-city) quantitative 
studies use limited variables and outdated census 
data to understand fast-growing and complex 
neighbourhood dynamics and inequality, be it 
income, wealth, or urban services (Lynge et al. 
2022). Those who tend to use diverse attributes 
for studying socio-spatial segregation, isolation, 
and clustering patterns can inform sectoral policy 
solutions to redress the housing and service gaps in 
the neighbourhoods (Sowgat and Roy 2022a), yet 
these are not suitable for offering more profound 
insights into diverse neighbourhood classes which 
are necessary for targeted interventions. Hence, 
investigating prevailing residential wealth-based 
neighbourhood types through systematic anal-
ysis and revealing their distinct environmental, 
infrastructural, and socio-economic characteris-
tics are crucial for demonstrating the persis-
tent and multi-dimensional nature of residential 
inequalities in large, fast-growing, Southern cities 
such as Dhaka. 

Dhaka’s 863 neighbourhoods were initially 
categorised as a part of a large study following 
a multi-stage sequential quantitative analysis 
of selected variables (services, facilities, and 
socio-economic) of the 2011 national census that 
produced five clusters, each representing a neigh-
bourhood category. Before clustering, important 
variableswere initially identifiedthroughprincipal 
component analysis. Once clustering was done, 
Exploratory data analysis (EDA), with the help of 
scatter plots of these important variables, helped 
to define each cluster’s neighbourhood charac-
teristics. For EDA, the values of the variables 
were divided into five categories: low (0–20%), 
lower-moderate (21–40%), moderate (41–60%), 
higher-moderate (61–80%), and high (81–100%). 
Thus, for assigning the wealth class against each 
cluster, these figures were scored on a scale of 1 
to 5, where 1 indicates the best status, and 5 is the 
worst status against each variable used for EDA. 
The average score of all 19 variables closer to 
1 indicates the wealthiest neighbourhoods, and 
closer to 5 represents low-wealth neighbourhoods.
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Fig. 11.1 Neighbourhood 
clusters categorised by 
wealth in Dhaka. Source 
Author, 2025 

Then, screening was performed to identify if 
any neighbourhood belonged to an inappropriate 
category with the help of EDA and neighbour-
hood sustainability auditing (NSA). NSA was 
conducted between 2018 and 2019 and was aimed 
at achieving an overall idea about the 863 neigh-
bourhoods in Dhaka through field auditing, photo-
graphic analysis, interviews, and GIS analysis 
of the spatial data on land use. For refining the 
neighbourhood category, data on various socio-
economic, built and living environment-related 
indicators, including access to and coverage 
of urban services and facilities, were gathered 
from multiple sources, including online platforms, 
spatial data used for the Dhaka Detailed Area Plan 
and direct field observations. These data largely 
resembled the wealth of neighbourhoods, approx-
imating the economic status of their residents. 

Consequently, following scoring, screening, 
and judgement, several neighbourhoods shifted 
from old clusters to new ones. Finally, following 
various iterations, applying intuition and specialist 
opinion regarding the resources of neighbour-
hoods and the wealth of the residents, the 863 
neighbourhoods have been classified into five 
wealth-based categories that best represent the 
various neighbourhoods of Dhaka: (1) wealthiest 
neighbourhoods (2) higher-middle-wealth neigh-
bourhoods (3) middle-wealth neighbourhoods 
(4) lower-middle-wealth neighbourhoods and (5) 
low-wealth neighbourhoods and urban villages 
(Fig. 11.1). These neighbourhood classes incor-
porate all possible varieties in the city concerning 
development patterns, locations, and age. 

Neighbourhood, wealth-based categorisation 
applied a long list of variables gathered through
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various data sources specified above. For this 
chapter, the variables of socio-economic status, 
demographic characteristics, ethnicity, housing 
characteristics, the quality of the built envi-
ronment, and the urban service situations of 
the neighbourhoods that are used worldwide for 
measuring socio-economic segregation in cities 
(see Randon-Furling et al. 2020) informed the 
neighbourhood, structure-based differentiation. 

There are differences within the same wealth 
categories in terms of age, location, pattern of 
development, and so on. It is noteworthy that 
neighbourhoods are dynamic spaces that are 
constantly changing; two neighbourhoods within 
the same wealth class often do not exhibit the 
same characteristics. Even due to the dominance 
of unplanned development of a significant share 
of neighbourhoods in Dhaka, neighbourhoods 
are home to mixed-income groups, the differen-
tial quality of the built environment, and urban 
amenities. To better understand the nature and 
differentiation of neighbourhoods, 11 neighbour-
hoods from the five wealth-based categories that 
reflect the variations in development patterns, 
locations, and age were further studied with the 
help of a walkthrough analysis, a study of urban 
amenities, health and education institutional 
surveys, physical feature surveys, photographic 
analysis, interviews (conducted between 2019 
and 2022), 11 focus group discussions (FGDs) 
(conducted in 2022) and a GIS analysis of 
the recent spatial data prepared for the Dhaka 
Detailed Area Plan, 2016–2035. The use of 
several tools and the latest quantitative and qual-
itative data offered a deeper understanding of the 
diversity, deficiencies, and differences in Dhaka 
at the neighbourhood scale that are discussed in 
the next section. 

11.4 Neighbourhood 
Differentiation in Dhaka 

A significant share of the wealthiest neighbour-
hoods in Dhaka, except Uttara, are planned and 
located in the city core. The other four types have 
predominantly developed organically. A small 

section of upper middle-wealth neighbourhoods 
is planned, mainly in the city core. In contrast, 
large pockets of slums are distributed throughout 
the city, and the urban villages are in the peripheral 
areas. This section broadly features housing, the 
built environment characteristics, urban ameni-
ties, services and facilities, and access to employ-
ment opportunities prevailing in different neigh-
bourhood categories in Dhaka, all of which 
explain the internal differentiation among the 
neighbourhoods. 

11.4.1 The Wealthiest 

Dhaka hosts a small number of the wealthiest 
neighbourhoods (21 out of 863) (Table 11.1), 
where the quality of the built environment, 
services, and amenities are significantly better 
than those in other categories (Fig. 11.2). Being 
public sector-led planned residential areas (e.g. 
Gulshan, Dhanmondi, Bonani, and Uttora), the 
city’s best available service coverage and ameni-
ties, good road networks with sidewalks, natural 
bodies of water, parks, high security and high-
end retail, restaurants, and banks have made these 
areas the most desired places for living in the city 
for the rich and super-rich, such as in the case of 
Gulshan (NSA 2018–2019). The EDA of the 2011 
national census data shows that all households 
use water seal sanitation facilities and have full 
electricity coverage. The share of owner-occupied 
homes/flats in the wealthiest neighbourhoods is 
21–40%, which is not as impressive as the urban 
villages. These neighbourhoods offer the possi-
bility of getting the highest rental value in the 
city and a good return on investment in property. 
Most owners rent out their properties; 61–80% of 
residents live in rented properties.

Residents in this category have a high literacy 
rate (81–100%). In reality, the wealthiest neigh-
bourhoods enjoy much better quality education 
facilities than the rest. Residents in these areas 
have access to the country’s top-quality private 
English medium schools and universities, which 
are within close reach (NSA 2018–2019; Educa-
tion Institution Survey 2019; FGD 2022).
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Table 11.1 Distribution of neighbourhoods in the wealth categories 

Wealth-based 
neighbourhood 
category 

Number of 
NH 

Number of 
NH in % 

Area in Sq. 
Km. 

Area in % Population as of 
2011 national 
census 

Population per 
Sq. Km. as of 
2011 

Wealthiest 21 2 7.09 3 108,787 15,344 

Higher-middle-wealth 65 8 15.68 6 580,224 37,004 

Middle-wealth 287 33 36.61 14 2,656,509 72,562 

Lower-middle-wealth 367 43 103.7 40 3,695,710 35,638 

Low-wealth 
neighbourhoods 

80 9 32.59 13 1,309,285 40,174 

Urban villages 43 5 61.52 24 219,791 3573 

Source Author, 2025 

Fig. 11.2 Upscale residences for affluent residents in Gulshan. Photo by author

Due to higher levels of security and close 
access to the diplomatic zone and other conve-
niences, foreign nationals prefer to live in the 
Gulshan, Banani, and Baridhara areas (NSA 
2018–2019; FGD 2022). Their presence and 
interest in these areas have created exclusive 
zones with premium-quality housing, conve-
nience shops and gated, highly secured areas 
(NSA 2018–2019). Most planned residential 
neighbourhoods like Gulshan, Banani, and Dhan-
mondi tend to accommodate a higher share of non-
residential land uses like offices and commercial 
properties at the cost of liveability (NSA 2018– 
2019). Ultimately, the concentration of white-
collar employees (both men and women) is more 
noticeable in these neighbourhoods than in any 
other area of Dhaka. 

11.4.2 The Higher-Middle-Wealth 
Neighbourhoods 

Like the wealthiest neighbourhoods, poor-
quality sanitation facilities are almost absent in 
the higher-middle-wealth neighbourhoods (EDA 
of the 2011 National Census data). Households 
predominantly have access to tap water (81– 
100%), and the presence of any low-quality 
housing structure is almost zero (0–20%). In 
some areas, there is a majority of house owner-
ship, yet residents generally live in rented 
properties (81–100%) (EDA of 2011 National 
Census data; NSA 2018–2019). 

However, unlike the wealthiest, out of 65 
higher-middle-wealth neighbourhoods, a signifi-
cant share of neighbourhoods that are developed
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Fig. 11.3 New residential development in a young, planned, upper-middle-wealth neighbourhood, Bashundhara. Photo 
by author 

organically suffer from high-density, chaotic envi-
ronments, increased noise pollution due to exces-
sive non-residential land use, and a severe defi-
ciency of parks, playgrounds, open spaces, and 
quality walkable roads (NSA 2018–2019; walk-
through analysis and study of urban amenities, 
2019–2022). Even the city’s top private sector-led 
planned residential area, Bashundhora (Fig. 11.3), 
which drew interest to the educated service sector 
population and families with school-going chil-
dren, faces the issues of poor drainage, water-
logging, the prominence of mosquitoes, and a 
deficiency of public spaces and sidewalks (Walk-
through analysis 2019–2022; GIS analysis of the 
spatial data; FGD 2022). Financing to improve 
poor road and drainage conditions is an added 
burden for the property owners. Residents feel 
the area is regimented, isolated, and lacks spon-
taneity due to high security (FGD 2022). There 
are, however, exclusive enclaves in organically 
developed neighbourhoods where residents of 
relatively new properties benefit from increased 
safety and cleanliness through active resident-led 
management associations (FGD 2022). 

As the EDA of the 2011 national census data 
suggests, working in the service industries is the 
primary income source for males and females 
living in the neighbourhoods of this category (81– 
100%). As in the wealthiest neighbourhoods, resi-
dents in this category also have a high literacy rate 

(81–100%). Residents have easy access to some 
of the city’s top private and public schools and 
colleges that they can afford (FGD 2022). 

In contrast, high-end private health services 
remain inaccessible for a significant share of 
tenants. A few neighbourhoods in this cate-
gory host some of the most eminent private 
clinics and hospitals (FGD, 2022). For example, 
the Central Road neighbourhood (Fig. 11.4), 
an organically developed neighbourhood, has a 
healthcare density of 9.37 per thousand popula-
tion, of which 97% comprises private clinics and 
hospitals (population projected on 2011 national 
census; Health Institution Survey 2019–2022).

11.4.3 The Middle-Wealth 

The 287 middle-wealth neighbourhoods are 
comparatively disadvantaged, where residents 
compete to access quality urban services. The 
organically grown neighbourhoods in the city 
core are more open to accommodating new popu-
lations but struggle to provide essential urban 
services and infrastructure. Due to the incom-
patible land uses and dominance of commercial 
uses, these neighbourhoods are crowded, dense, 
and congested (NSA 2018–2019). The city corpo-
ration recently widened the roads and, where 
possible, included sidewalks in the Tajmahal
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Fig. 11.4 Central Road 
area boasts the highest 
concentration of private 
clinics and hospitals in the 
city. Photo by author

Road area (Walkthrough analysis 2019–2022) 
(Fig. 11.5). In general, narrow streets, limited 
open spaces, and play areas (which cover less than 
2% of the neighbourhood areas in Tajmahal Road 
and Purba Kazipara) are typical in the middle-
wealth communities (NSA 2018–2019; GIS anal-
ysis of the spatial data). In Purba Kazipara, an 
organically developed neighbourhood, household 
density is around 17,000 per km2 (projection of 
the 2011 national census data); residents here 
are frustrated about ill-maintained narrow roads, 
poor surveillance, the lack of open spaces, limited 
public education and health facilities, and poor 
cleanliness. Drug addiction among the youth is 
an acute cause of concern here (FGD 2022). 
However, these neighbourhoods grow and accom-
modate changes to respond to the needs of the 
changing population (Sowgat and Roy 2022a). 
The rental population is high (81–100%), and 
there is low homeownership (0–20%) (EDA of 
the 2011 National Census data).

As a significant share of the communities in 
the middle-wealth category are in the city core, 
they benefit from a dominant and centrally located 
service sector along with commercial and business 
sector employment (NSA 2018–2019; Sowgat and 
Roy 2022b). There are traces of slum-like settle-
ments in this category, yet their presence is not 
as prominent as in the lower-middle-wealth and 
low-wealth neighbourhoods (NSA 2018–2019). 
A good share of middle-wealth communities has 
jobs in the industrial sector (EDA of the 2011 
National Census data). The Mirpur area has many 
garment industries, and 80% of the population 
of Mirpur Section 11 are industrial workers. 
Likewise, the neighbourhoods near the planned 
Tejgaon industrial area have a high concentration 
of people involved in the industry. 

Due to limited investment in public schools, 
private schools have mushroomed in Dhaka over 
the last 30 years (Roy et al. 2018). Although 
middle-wealth neighbourhoods have access to
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Fig. 11.5 Tajmahal Road, a densely developed planned middle-wealth neighbourhood. Photo by author

primary-level educational institutions, most of 
these are private schools with high fees compared 
to public primary schools. For example, in 
the Tajmahal Road neighbourhood, the ratio of 
public, private, and non-governmental organisa-
tion (NGO)-/charity-led education institutions is 
2:92:6 (Education Institution Survey 2019–2022). 

11.4.4 The Lower-Middle-Wealth 
Neighbourhoods 

Lower-middle-wealth neighbourhoods are 
primarily organically developed settlements 
demonstrating good community cohesion yet 
comprising high-density, congested residential 
quarters (NSA 2018–2019). Most people in 367 
neighbourhoods live in rented properties (EDA of 
2011 National Census data). For example, more 
than 80% of households in Khilkhet, Pirerbagh, 

Rampura, Banasree, Jatrabari, and Azimpur live 
in rented properties. Both brick-built and partially 
brick-built structures are the dominant types 
of structures here. Almost half of the house-
holds have no water seal sanitation facilities. 
Access to tap water (81–100%) and electricity 
(81–100%) are not as bad as in the low-wealth 
neighbourhoods and urban villages. 

Some of the oldest neighbourhoods in Dhaka 
belong to this category, where a high intensity 
of one-story buildings is evident (EDA of 2011 
National Census data). Other such concentrations 
outside the old part of the city include Dhaur, 
Ashitia, Diabari, and its adjacent area. About 
98% of the buildings in these areas are old one-
story buildings (structural analysis of the GIS 
database prepared for Dhaka Detailed Area Plan 
2016–2035). Because of congested living spaces 
and narrow roads, the demolition or construc-
tion of high-rise buildings has been challenging
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Fig. 11.6 New residential developments alongside the old buildings in the historic city core. Photo by author 

Fig. 11.7 Improved roads between buildings in Mirpur are now social spaces for the residents. Photo by author 

here (NSA 2018–2019) (Fig. 11.6). Most of the 
neighbourhoods in the city’s historical core have 
become the most hazardous (fire hazard) areas in 
the city due to non-conforming land uses, new 
vertical expansion against extremely poor acces-
sibility, and high density (Roy 2021). Still, many 
heritage buildings within the historical core are 
unique features of these neighbourhoods (NSA 
2018–2019; FGD 2022). 

According to a Walkthrough analysis, physical 
feature surveys, photographic analyses, and inter-
views conducted between 2019 and 2022, under 
the strong leadership of the former Mayor, old 
narrow roads in several blocks were upgraded for 

improved accessibility, promoting new high-rise 
buildings in certain aged public sector-led planned 
residential areas. New sidewalks and urban green 
also improved walkability in this area. In the hands 
of neighbourhood associations, neighbourhood 
security is ensured through gates and night patrols 
(Fig. 11.7). Without community space and chil-
dren’s play areas, neighbourhood roads become 
vibrant in the afternoon, where children play, and 
neighbours meet and greet. Community gardening 
along one road has improved community cohe-
sion, belongingness, and walkability. However, 
the areas still suffer from poor waste management 
and inadequate health and education facilities.
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The EDA of the 2011 national census data 
shows that female work participation in the service 
sector is comparatively lower in this neighbour-
hood category than in other types (41–60%). 
Yet, their concentration in the industrial sector 
(41–60%) is higher than the wealthiest (0–20%) 
and upper-middle-wealth neighbourhoods (21– 
40%). Although most males from this category are 
engaged in the service sector (61–80%), a high 
clustering of industrial workers can be found in 
Old Dhaka. More than 80% of people living in 
Nawab Yousuf Road are involved in the indus-
trial sector because the area has housed many 
home-based traditional small industries for many 
years. 

The literacy rate for this category is not 
satisfactory (61–80%), lower than the wealth-
iest and higher-middle-wealth neighbourhoods 
(81–100%). School attendance is similar in low-
wealth communities and urban villages (61–80%). 
Primary school attendance of females is rela-
tively poor compared to other categories. Also, 
their attendance in higher education is nearly 
zero (EDA of 2011 National Census data). These 
neighbourhoods have access to primary-level 
educational institutions, yet there is an inadequate 
number of secondary schools (NSA 2018–2019: 
FGD 2022). 

Consequently, the neighbourhoods struggle to 
provide education for a large part of their popula-
tion. Regardless of wealth categories, the existing 
education system in Dhaka is highly dependent on 
private schools, colleges, and universities. Most 
private education institutions charge higher fees 
than public institutions. Access to government 
institutions is highly competitive. Parents from 
lower-middle-wealth neighbourhoods choose to 
send their children to moderately low-cost private 
institutions that lack the standard requirements of 
education facilities and struggle to deliver quality 
education (FGD 2019–2022). 

Interestingly, some of the oldest communities 
in Dhaka that belong to this category have some of 
the city’s oldest and best educational institutions, 
initially set up by the British for the affluent people 
who lived in these neighbourhoods during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Educa-
tion Institution Survey 2019–2022). These neigh-
bourhoods suffer from inadequate, poor-quality, 
and unaffordable healthcare facilities. Healthcare, 
in most cases, is limited to primary health care 
(Health Institution Survey 2019–2022). 

11.4.5 Low-Wealth 
Neighbourhoods 
and Urban Villages 

Eighty neighbourhoods fall within the category 
of low-wealth communities. Slum and squatter 
settlements dominate this category, where tenure 
insecurity, serious lack of basic amenities and 
poor and unhealthy living environments remain 
vital aspects of deprivation (NSA 2018–2019; 
FGD 2022). Settlers have had to rely on illegal 
connections for water and energy at high costs. 
These areas also suffer from congested living 
environments, poor housing conditions and 
circulation space, and the absence of necessary 
urban amenities. In Karail, with the largest 
squatter population in Dhaka, 40,000 people live 
in every km2 area, only 1.8% of the neighbour-
hood area is dedicated to services and facilities, 
and 93% of households live in temporary shacks 
(GIS analysis of the recent spatial data prepared 
for Dhaka Detailed Area Plan 2016–2035) 
(Fig. 11.8). Among squatter settlements, the 
concentration of temporary shacks is twice the 
city average (BBS 2015). Poor migrants who 
come for low-paid jobs live in these neighbour-
hoods for affordability and to benefit from good 
social cohesion. Apart from slums and squat-
ters settlements, peripheral neighbourhoods like 
Hasan Nagar are poverty-stricken. Residents in 
all these areas survive by following a minimalist 
approach and informal arrangements (FGD 
2022).

Urban villages (43) are unplanned, usually left 
out of basic service coverage, and suffer most 
from poor infrastructural development demon-
strated through narrow and unpaved roads, an 
impoverished water supply (21–40% have access
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Fig. 11.8 Life in the largest squatted area (Korail) in Dhaka. Photo by author

to tap water for drinking), and poor drainage 
systems and sanitation facilities (low water seal 
toilets with few exceptions and lower-moderate 
non-sanitary toilets) (NSA 2018–2019). These 
neighbourhoods have recently become part of the 
city and are yet to be brought under broader 
development and service coverage by the city 
authorities (Fig. 11.9). Electricity coverage is not 
much better in urban villages (61–80%) (EDA of 
the 2011 National Census data). Newly emerged 
urban villages along the city’s edge are still less 
dense than all other categories of neighbour-
hoods. Although house ownership is the highest 
in urban villages (81–100%), a good share of 
households live in temporary structures (41–60%) 
(EDA of the 2011 National Census data). Still, 
a mixture of temporary and partly brick-built 
structures is evident in some urbanising neigh-
bourhoods. These neighbourhoods accommodate 

people in transition, mainly low-income groups 
(NSA 2018–2019; FGD 2022).

Although urban villages experience gradual 
change and eventually become urban, unim-
proved road conditions, poor urban services, 
and low urban growth make these areas unsuit-
able for economic investment (Sowgat and Roy 
2022b). The population here lack the skills and 
education required to access white-collar office 
jobs. In the presence of agricultural lands, over 
14% of people residing in peripheral neigh-
bourhoods are engaged in agriculture. Despite 
limited service provision and poor economic 
opportunities, low-income communities along 
the city’s edge are still drawing new people and 
contributing to urbanisation by replacing natural 
agricultural and marshy land and affecting 
ecological settings (NSA 2018–2019; FGD 
2022).
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Fig. 11.9 Urbanising urban village, Mausaid. Photo by author

The limited concentration of healthcare and 
education facilities in low-wealth neighbour-
hoods, slums and urban villages (NSA 2018– 
2019; FGD 2022) remain the fundamental aspects 
of inequality. Available education service delivery 
by the public sector often does not match the 
social and economic context of the residents 
in these areas. In Hasan Nagar, a low-wealth 
neighbourhood, religion-based elementary educa-
tion opportunities dominate the area due to defi-
cient public sector facilities (Education Institu-
tional Survey 2019–2022). Hasan Nagar provides 
primary health care, although the residents of 
ultra-poor neighbourhoods generally lack easy 
access to public and formalised health care 
(Health Institutional Surveys 2019–2022). The 
poorest communities lack indoor, specialised and 
quality health services; for example, 75% of health 
care provision in parts of the Karail slum is semi-
formal without indoor and specialised facilities 
(FGD 2022). Residents commute to other areas 
for primary healthcare needs and access limited 
government healthcare. Although the city offers 
free medical care for all, the existing system 
is overburdened because of the lack of hospi-
tals (FGD 2022; NSA 2018–2019). Mausaid, an 
urban village, has no health facilities (Health 
Institutional Surveys 2019–2022). 

As per the EDA of the 2011 national census 
data, like low-wealth neighbourhoods and slums, 
the literacy rate in urban villages is significantly 

low (41–60%); it is the worst among the five 
types of neighbourhoods. School attendance is 
also the weakest (21–40%) in low-wealth neigh-
bourhoods, slums and urban villages compared to 
other groups. Although female members’ primary 
school attendance is high (81–100%), secondary 
school attendance is very low (0–20%). A good 
share of these females is engaged in industrial 
jobs (21–60% among those employed), yet the 
percentage of employed females remains low 
(0–20%). 

11.5 The Economic and Political 
Reality of Inequality 

The previous section reveals the distinctive 
features of spatial and neighbourhood inequali-
ties in Dhaka (Table 11.2). This section discusses 
the deep-rooted political and economic reasons 
that have created and maintained neighbourhood 
inequalities in Dhaka.

When Dhaka became a municipality and the 
divisional headquarters in 1864, it was a small 
urban area of about 21 sq. km. (Mamun 2013, 
cited in Roy et al. 2019). Currently, this megacity 
hosts 10.36 million people in its 307 sq km city 
area (Worldometers 2023). Despite going through 
major political and economic shifts for most of 
its lifetime, Dhaka has managed to remain the 
financial growth hub and political centre of the
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Table 11.2 Key features of inequality in the wealth-based neighbourhood categories 

Wealth-based neighbourhood category Key features of inequality 

Wealthiest Planned; best possible built environment; active neighbourhood 
associations play a crucial role in the provision of safety, cleanliness, 
and management of rickshaws; services and amenities in the country; 
highly secure; 100% of households use water seal sanitation facilities 
and have electricity; lower-moderate owner-occupied homes/flats; high 
literacy rate; access to the country’s top-quality private English 
medium schools and universities; concentration of white-collar 
employees 

Higher-middle-wealth Predominantly developed organically; low home/flat ownership; 
increased safety and cleanliness through active resident-led 
management associations; high access to tap water; poor-quality 
sanitation facilities are almost absent; high-density chaotic 
environments; excessive non-residential land use and deficiency of 
parks, playgrounds, and open spaces; a few neighbourhoods host some 
of the most eminent private clinics and hospitals in the city but 
high-end private health services remain inaccessible for a significant 
share of tenants; high literacy rate; access to some of the city’s top 
private and public schools and colleges; the service industry is the 
primary income source 

Middle-wealth Predominantly developed organically with low homeownership; 
residents compete to access quality urban services; ill-maintained 
narrow roads; poor surveillance; scarce open spaces; limited public 
education and health facilities; poor cleanliness; the city core has 
service, commercial and business sector employment, but some 
residents have jobs in the industrial sector 

Lower-middle-wealth Developed organically; low number of owner-occupied homes/flats; 
high-density, congested residential quarters; half of the households 
have no water seal sanitation facilities; high access to tap water and 
electricity; poor waste management and inadequate health and 
education facilities; moderate school attendance and literacy rate; there 
is a deficit in the adequate number of secondary schools; struggle to 
provide education to a large part of their population 

Low-wealth neighbourhoods Developed organically; slum and squatter settlements dominate; tenure 
insecurity; severe lack of basic amenities and poor and unhealthy 
living environments; congested living; poor housing conditions and 
circulation space; limited concentration of healthcare and education 
facilities; significantly low literacy rate; low school attendance 

Urban villages At the edge, developed organically; left out of basic service coverage; 
suffers most from poor infrastructural development; low number of 
water seal toilets and lower number of moderate non-sanitary toilets; 
moderate electricity coverage; high level of home ownership; the 
dominance of temporary structures; limited concentration of healthcare 
and education facilities; significantly low literacy rate; weakest school 
attendance; very low female secondary school attendance 

Source Author, 2025

region and country for an extended period (for 
details, see Roy et al. 2019). The concentration 
of political power and resources in the capital has 
colonial roots, a key reason for the uneven urban-
isation in Bangladesh (Baffoe and Roy 2023). 
Consequently, in its journey, the city has had 

to accommodate an influx of population, almost 
without any preparation, yet the situation remains 
the same. 

The inequalities in the five neighbourhood 
categories are reflected in the quality of the 
built environment, availability of urban services
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and amenities, health and education facilities 
and management. In all these aspects, planned, 
up-market neighbourhoods outperform unplanned 
areas. The public sector in Dhaka attempted to 
bring order primarily through site and service 
schemes for a marginal share of middle-income 
people; sadly, these areas were converted into 
wealthy enclaves over time when Dhaka began to 
demonstrate its economic potential in the global 
economy during the 80s (FGD 2021). Piecemeal 
and ad-hoc neighbourhood-level interventions 
primarily improved accessibility and drainage 
situations in the public sector-led residential areas. 
While there have been improvements in access to 
essential services for most communities, devel-
opment control measures have failed to balance 
the booming residential growth against the limited 
services and facilities in most areas that have 
been expanding haphazardly. The city boundary 
has been extended a few times for guided trans-
formation, often to include emerging periph-
eral neighbourhoods formed through sprawling. 
These neighbourhood agglomerations are vastly 
preferred places for low-earning farmers and 
workers. City plans for Dhaka could not follow the 
fast rate of urbanisation coupled with weak insti-
tutional capacity and inadequate resources which 
have led to poor implementation of policies and 
limited investment in infrastructure. Ineffective 
national urban policies on migration and growth 
management and poor application of develop-
ment control regulations have contributed to the 
rapid, haphazard, and unregulated growth of its 
neighbourhoods (Sowgat and Roy 2022b). 

In addition, political and economic elites 
reside in the most affluent neighbourhoods of 
Dhaka. They capitalise on their wealth, social 
status, and connections to access individuals 
who can influence policies and interventions 
to bring quality services to their areas. More 
precisely, reputed citizens who lead community-
based organisations in these areas have access to 
power and decision-making. The city’s diplomatic 
zone resides in wealthy neighbourhoods; foreign 
nationals live in adjacent Gulshan and Baridhara. 
Therefore, efficient and quality service delivery 
remains a government priority for these neigh-
bourhoods (Roy 2023). To some extent, these have 

contributed to significantly better services and 
facilities in the wealthiest neighbourhoods than 
the rest of the city. 

Emerging leadership has begun to lead in 
addressing the persisting inequalities that have 
long been neglected. For example, accessi-
bility and public spaces have been upgraded in 
a few middle and lower-middle-wealth public 
sector-led planned residential areas under new 
political leadership. Still, low-income communi-
ties and organically developed neighbourhoods 
are predominantly excluded from targeted public 
sector interventions concerning services, facili-
ties, and infrastructure. Instead, informal settle-
ments are denied access to formal urban services. 
Welfare programmes for poverty alleviation 
in the form of safety nets, maternal and child 
health, universal access to primary education, 
and slum upgradation have been diverse attempts 
to address multiple forms of poverty. Over the 
last 30 years, non-governmental organisations 
have been working on water supply, sanitation, 
health, capacity building, education, and employ-
ment, which has brought tangible benefits to 
the people in poverty. However, supply remains 
inadequate against demand, and project-based 
interventions often fail to have lasting benefits 
beyond the project period (Sowgat and Roy 
2013). Also, the education and health sectors 
depend heavily on private sector financing 
because of the state’s persistent low allocation in 
these sectors, affecting low-income people. For 
example, public sector investment is minimal for 
educating children and adults in the low-wealth 
localities. Therefore, the uneven distribution 
of resources and lack of distributive justice in 
policies and interventions are explicit in the case 
of Dhaka. 

The high proportion of the population in 
rental accommodation across all neighbourhoods, 
including the wealthy ones, clearly reflects the 
country’s transition from a traditional and rural-
based economy towards an urban industrial-
based economy. An equal society requires overall 
national and local financial wealth accumulation. 
Although, economically, Bangladesh is making 
progress, overall, it is at the early stage of industri-
alisation. Dhaka as the most important economic
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engine of the country, has received disproportion-
ately higher national investment. Still, resources 
for meeting its developmental needs remain inad-
equate. 

Neoliberal planning encourages the market to 
play an active role in transforming neighbour-
hoods in the absence of resources. Because of 
the weak political power, development regulators 
find it challenging to control violations of height, 
setback, and land use regulations, especially in 
unplanned residential areas. This violation affects 
population density and access to air and light 
and exhausts the available urban services in these 
neighbourhoods. 

There is limited scope for regulating the 
built environment features in the planned private 
sector-led residential areas. The urge to maximise 
profit drives them to ignore education, health 
facilities, and open spaces within these neigh-
bourhoods. Market freedom has even created 
isolated enclaves of planned residential areas like 
the Basundhora Residential Area, a large, gated 
community where the public sector can do little 
to influence any decisions related to the built 
environment (FGD 2021). 

Private land ownership seems to have played 
an important role in transforming existing urban 
areas and suburban expansion in Dhaka. If the 
prevailing population density remains unchanged, 
Dhaka will require a significant amount of devel-
opable land to meet the affordable housing chal-
lenge. Large property investors are limited in the 
city as the economic development and accumu-
lation have not reached the appropriate level for 
that. Even after the extension of the city boundary, 
it is very difficult for the government and commer-
cial developers to acquire large pieces of land for 
planned development in the extended city area due 
to its cost. 

Planning and development practices in Dhaka 
are yet to realise how neighbourhoods shape 
people’s life opportunities and embrace the 
value of neighbourhood planning. Although the 
Detailed Area Plan created scopes for addressing 
immediate needs, the scale of spatial units in this 
plan is inappropriate for capturing the unique 
features, specific necessities, and possibilities 

that have special significance in each neigh-
bourhood. The ward level needs assessment 
and detailed area planning units are too big 
to understand the neighbourhood-level issues. 
Consequently, neighbourhood-level planning and 
targeted interventions are limited. These findings 
draw attention to the theoretical debate in the 
political economy that can shape how we could 
engage in creating sustainable neighbourhoods 
in the developing South. 

11.6 Conclusion 

Neighbourhoods in Dhaka are dynamic, and a 
significant share of neighbourhoods have evolved 
organically. These neighbourhoods, being flex-
ible to change, welcome migrants. Yet, the city 
is rapidly becoming unequal because of organic 
and uncontrolled changes. Urban policies and 
interventions are struggling to effectively address 
the inequalities in services, facilities, and the 
quality of the built environment, which has led 
to crowded and polluted living conditions and 
communities with deficient urban services and 
facilities, and an extreme shortage of public open 
spaces in a very high share of neighbourhoods. 
In contrast, planned areas are rigid in welcoming 
changes and reject social mixing. They are safe 
and well-served and intend to create an ideal and 
stable image of functional space. 

The distribution of health and education facil-
ities and service provision varies considerably 
across Dhaka’s neighbourhoods and results in 
spatial inequalities. To some extent, institutions, 
partisan politics, power, and the market are respon-
sible for the widening gap. Inadequate resources 
for meeting developmental needs, weak institu-
tional capacity for guided urban growth, dispro-
portionate distribution of the available resources 
due to market forces, and elitist planning are the 
prime forces making Dhaka an unequal city. The 
prevailing nature of colonial governance, inef-
fective urban policies and the neo-liberalisation 
of planning and governance have all contributed 
to sustained neighbourhood differentiation in this 
economic powerhouse of Bangladesh.
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If neighbourhood inequalities are not 
managed carefully, Dhaka will fail to offer 
its full economic and social potential. There is 
an apparent urgency to promote the distribution 
of resources in a way that would contribute to 
tackling the spatial disparities in the city. Inno-
vative approaches to people-centred neighbour-
hood planning by acknowledging the internal 
structure and differentiation of neighbourhoods 
would make Dhaka a relatively equal city. The 
neighbourhood lens in the planning process and 
policies would improve the scope of addressing 
neighbourhood-based needs and the inequality 
of opportunities. 
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12Urbanisation and Neighbourhood 
Diversification in Chongqing 
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Lei Zhai, and Tao Sun 

Abstract 

Chongqing, a megacity in southwest China, 
has undergone a unique urbanisation process, 
which can be likened to ‘one tiny horse pulling 
a huge cart’. That is, one small area of the 
municipality defined as urban (5% of land area 
and 31% of population) is driving the develop-
ment of the much more extensive area defined 
as rural (95% of land area and 69% of popu-
lation). Chongqing’s former socialist organi-
sation of residence and the work-unit system 
has been transformed through housing privati-
sation and commercial property development 
into a diversified and complex urban neigh-
bourhood arrangement. Different types of 
neighbourhoods have emerged, each exhibiting 
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diversity in residents’ socio-economic charac-
teristics, housing conditions and the neighbour-
hoods’ internal spatial arrangements, commer-
cial amenities and access to public services. 

Keywords 

Urbanisation · Neighbourhood division ·
Neighbourhood diversity · Housing reform ·
Work-unit neighbourhood 

12.1 Introduction 

Chongqing, the largest city in inland China, has 
undergone rapid urbanisation, as it has bene-
fited from being elevated to a ‘national-level 
city’ directly administered by the central govern-
ment since 1997. The neighbourhoods created 
by the danweizhi or work unit system from 
1950 to early 1990s have gradually disintegrated 
due to the separation of work and living, as 
well as the privatisation of housing. Large-scale 
urban expansion also brought about thousands of 
new-type planned residences, including commer-
cial housing as well as government-subsidised 
housing and resettlement housing, ranging from 
luxury homes to ordinary apartments. Neighbour-
hoods have been created through these real estate 
developments, and have become differentiated 
socio-economically through the urban housing
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market. This means that political-oriented divi-
sions based on the work unit system have been 
replaced by outcomes that follow more closely 
from the individual’s social and economic status. 

This chapter will focus on how the state and 
the market have interacted to drive Chongqing’s 
urbanisation and examine the transformation 
process of neighbourhood diversification. The 
chapter is organised as follows: Sect. 12.2 anal-
yses Chongqing’s urbanisation and its driving 
forces. Specifically, it summarises the chal-
lenges to Chongqing’s urbanisation, reviews the 
strategies and measures to push it forward, and 
identifies the state and market driving factors 
that facilitate urbanisation, as well as the chal-
lenges ahead to further sustainable development. 
Section 12.3 illustrates the spatial configura-
tion of Chongqing’s residential neighbourhoods 
and reasons for it. It highlights the transforma-
tion from production-residence neighbourhoods 
based on a socialist working-unit system to diver-
sified neighbourhoods; typical neighbourhood 
types are then introduced. Finally, the diversity 
of neighbourhood is elaborated. Section 12.6 
concludes the findings. 

12.2 Challenges of Urbanisation 
and Development 
Strategies 

Chongqing is located in the southwestern part of 
inland China, covering an area of 82,400 km2. In  
2022, the permanent resident population reached 
32.1 million, with an urbanisation rate of 71%.1 

In 1997, by virtue of its unique strategic position 
and locational advantages, Chongqing became 
the fourth municipality directly under the 
central government after Beijing, Tianjin, and 
Shanghai. 

1 Chongqing Municipal Bureau of Statistics, 2022 
Chongqing National Economic and Social Development 
Statistical Bulletin, https://tjj.cq.gov.cn/zwgk_233/fdz 
dgknr/tjxx/sjzl_55471/tjgb_55472/202303/t20230317_ 
11775723.html?eqid=eaaa1c73000bdcbf00000006646 
75477. 

The meaning of ‘city’ in China differs from 
that in other countries. The administrative divi-
sions in China are as follows: the whole country 
is divided into provinces (autonomous regions or 
municipalities directly under the central govern-
ment). Larger cities are further divided into urban 
districts and rural counties. Counties are then 
subdivided into townships and towns. Most large 
cities may administer some rural counties. In the 
case of Chongqing, apart from the urban districts, 
the city has 12 counties. 

As a direct-administered municipality like 
Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin, Chongqing has 
the same hierarchic level as a province. Not only 
does it include administrative regions with a high 
level of urbanisation, but it also encompasses 
counties where rural areas make up a significant 
proportion. For instance, in 1997, out of the 
28.7 million permanent residents in Chongqing, 
a substantial 19.8 million were rural residents. 
Even in 2022, with a total permanent resident 
population of 32.1 million, there are still 9.3 
million rural residents. 

Chongqing went through a rapid urbanisation 
process during the past 30 years or so. Its perma-
nent urban resident population increased from 8.9 
million in 1997 to 22.8 million in 2022, and the 
urbanisation rate jumped from 29.5% in 1996 to 
71% in 2022 (Fig. 12.1).

However, Chongqing’s total population didn’t 
increase as quickly as other large cities in 
China, with a growth rate of 12% from 1996 
to 2022. First, it is historically a manufacturing 
hub in western China, so, driven by industry 
development, it already had a huge population 
base before the 1990s. Second, its topography 
restricts the growth of liveable areas and makes 
the construction of infrastructure and facili-
ties costly. Third, there is competition between 
Chengdu and Chongqing in terms of city attrac-
tiveness (Wang et al. 2022). Chengdu is adjacent 
to Chongqing. Its rural and peri-urban areas are 
more affluent and comfortable to live in. For 
those who move from other cities, the first place 
to settle in a new city is more likely to be in 
the peri-urban areas in Chengdu, which is well 
recognised for its leisurely lifestyle and is a 
more liveable city.

https://tjj.cq.gov.cn/zwgk_233/fdzdgknr/tjxx/sjzl_55471/tjgb_55472/202303/t20230317_11775723.html%3Feqid%3Deaaa1c73000bdcbf0000000664675477
https://tjj.cq.gov.cn/zwgk_233/fdzdgknr/tjxx/sjzl_55471/tjgb_55472/202303/t20230317_11775723.html%3Feqid%3Deaaa1c73000bdcbf0000000664675477
https://tjj.cq.gov.cn/zwgk_233/fdzdgknr/tjxx/sjzl_55471/tjgb_55472/202303/t20230317_11775723.html%3Feqid%3Deaaa1c73000bdcbf0000000664675477
https://tjj.cq.gov.cn/zwgk_233/fdzdgknr/tjxx/sjzl_55471/tjgb_55472/202303/t20230317_11775723.html%3Feqid%3Deaaa1c73000bdcbf0000000664675477
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Note: Urban population refers to people residing in cities and towns, while rural population refers to population 

other than urban. 

Fig. 12.1 Urbanisation rate and urban rural population 
in Chongqing. Note Urban population refers to people 
residing in cities and towns, while rural population refers to 

population other than urban. Source Chongqing Statistical 
Yearbook (1997–2023)

Fig. 12.2 Urban and rural residents’ per capita disposable incomes in Chongqing (1996–2022). Sources 2022 Statistical 
Bulletin on Economic and Social Development of Chongqing City, and Chongqing Statistical Yearbook 

12.2.1 Challenges of Urbanisation 

Chongqing faced challenges in urbanisation. The 
city exhibits a typical Chinese dual economic 
structure of ‘a large city coexisting with large rural 
areas’, where there exist substantial urban–rural 
gaps. In 1996, the disposable income per capita 
of urban residents in Chongqing was 5023 yuan, 
while that of rural residents was only 1479 yuan, 

so the urban income was more than three times 
that of the rural income (Fig. 12.2). In recent years, 
the ratio of disposable income per capita between 
urban and rural residents in Chongqing has shown 
an overall downward trend, but the gap remains 
significant. Rural areas also lag far behind urban 
areas in terms of infrastructure conditions, indus-
trial development, and production and operation 
methods.
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12.2.2 Development Strategies 
and Measures 

Chongqing adopted an innovative urbanisation 
strategy, metaphorically described as ‘a small 
horse pulling a big cart’. The ‘small horse’ repre-
sents the central urban district, which accounts for 
a smaller proportion of the total land, population, 
and other resources, while the ‘big cart’ symbol-
ises the entire Chongqing city. The essence of 
this strategy is to leverage the limited resources 
of the central urban district to drive economic 
growth and social progress throughout the entire 
municipal area. 

From the 1990s to early twenty-first century, 
Chongqing vigorously promoted the construc-
tion of urban infrastructure, such as transporta-
tion, public services, and security, to enhance 
the city’s competitiveness and attract foreign 
investment. At the same time, relying on the 
industrial foundation of the original urban area, 
Chongqing upgraded traditional industries and 
actively developed strategic emerging industries 
to expand the industrial cluster effect and attract 
world-class enterprises. During this process, on 
the one hand, the development and expansion of 
Chongqing’s urban area attracted the rural popu-
lation from surrounding areas. On the other hand, 
the Chongqing government also promoted the 
development of surrounding areas by expanding 
the scope of public services and building infras-
tructure, achieving urbanisation in place. After 
2017, these newly built urban areas have gradu-
allybecomethemainforcedrivingtheurbanisation 
development of Chongqing (Zong and Yu 2024). 

Moreover, with the implementation of this 
strategy, the inequality between urban and rural 
areas in Chongqing has been alleviated to some 
extent. From 2011 to 2020, the average annual 
growth rate of income for rural residents in 
Chongqing was 147.7%, while that for urban resi-
dents was 116%, and the urban–rural income ratio 
also gradually decreased from 2.8 to 2.45, indi-
cating that rural areas have also achieved signifi-
cant development during the urbanisation process 
(Aik and Zhang 2023). The measures to achieve 
this include: 

1. Providing Public Services and Job Oppor-
tunities to Migrant Populations 

An important strategy of urbanisation is to trans-
form the rural population into urban. In 2010, 
Chongqing launched a reform of the integrated 
planning of the urban and rural registered resi-
dence systems, primarily targeting rural–urban 
migrant workers with agricultural household 
registration but already engaged in urban employ-
ment. The reform encourages them to switch to an 
urban registered residence while allowing them to 
retain their contracted land, homestead land (zhai-
jidi or rural land reserved for housing construc-
tion), and forest land in the rural areas. Within 
just over a year of this policy, the number of rural 
residents in the city converting their registered 
residence exceeded 3.2 million. At the same time, 
efforts have been made to promote equal access 
to public services, ensuring agricultural-labour-
turned-urbanites can enjoy the same social secu-
rity and public services as other urban citizens. 

The municipal government has also taken a 
series of measures to eliminate disparities in 
public services between rural and urban areas. 
Following its new status as a centrally adminis-
tered municipality, Chongqing initiated the unifi-
cation of the urban and rural household registra-
tion systems in various districts and counties. In 
2007, the city took the lead nationwide in intro-
ducing pension insurance for migrant workers, 
integrating it into the urban employee pension 
insurance system, which alleviated the thorny 
problem of transferring and continuing pension 
insurance for migrant workers when moving 
across provinces, districts or counties.2 In 2016, 
the city government began to gradually abolish 
the policy standards bonded to registered resi-
dence identities, reducing the obstacles encoun-
tered by rural migrant workers in accessing urban 
public services.3 In 2022, the government explic-
itly proposed in its municipal planning to establish

2 重庆市农民工和城镇职工养老保险实现“并轨” . The  
merging of pension insurance for migrant workers and 
urban employees has been achieved in Chongqing. https:// 
www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/04/content_1645073.htm. 
3《2016年重庆市推进新型城镇化工作要点》. ‘Key  
Points for Advancing New Type of Urbanisation in

https://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/04/content_1645073.htm
https://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/04/content_1645073.htm
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a basic service supply mechanism for all perma-
nent residents which is marked by citizens’ resi-
dent identity card numbers and bonded to their 
lengths of residence. The goal is to achieve full 
coverage of basic public services in urban areas.4 

Another measure is to invest in infrastructure 
and improve the liveability of newly transformed 
urban areas in the administrative sense of what 
used to be rural areas. The municipal government, 
by means of investing in infrastructure, planning 
and constructing industrial parks, and taking full 
advantage of national strategies, harnesses the 
invisible hand of market forces to drive the trans-
formation of rural residents into urban citizens. 
There is significant investment in infrastructure. 
From 2020 to 2022, the city invested a total of 
398.3 billion yuan (about 55 billion US dollars) 
in constructing infrastructure such as late-model 
networks, intelligent computing, and information 
security, building a state-of-the-art new genera-
tion of information infrastructure as a support 
system.5 On the one hand, these construction 
projects have directly created an abundance of job 
opportunities, many of which target low skilled 
labourers. On the other hand, the improvement 
of infrastructure has stimulated local industrial 
development and generated additional indirect 
employment opportunities. 

2. Planning and Expansion 

The population and the built-up area of the city 
have grown continuously since the 1980s with 
urban planning playing a crucial guiding role. In 
1983, the Master Plan of Chongqing City (1981– 
2000) was approved by the State Council. In the 

Chongqing in 2016’ https://www.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfx 
xgkml/szfwj/qtgw/201605/t20160506_8613882.html. 
4《重庆市新型城镇化规划(2021-2035年)》. 
‘Chongqing’s New Type of Urbanisation Planning 
(2021-2035)’. https://wap.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkzl/fdz 
dgknr/ghxx/zxgh/202202/t20220208_10373560.html.
5 重庆市人民政府《重庆市新型基础设施重大项目建 
设行动方案(2020—2022年)》. Chongqing Municipal 
Government, ‘Action Plan for Key Project Construction of 
New Type Infrastructure (2020–2022)’. https://admin.cq. 
gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkml/szfwj/xzgfxwj/szf/202006/W02 
0230221542091384555.pdf. 

initial stage of the planning, Chongqing had an 
urban population of 1.52 million and a built-up 
urban area of 73.4 km2. The goal was to reach 
a population of 1.7 million and expand the built-
up area to 102 km2 by the year 2000. In 1997, 
Chongqing became the fourth centrally adminis-
tered municipality in China, marking the onset of 
a phase of blockbuster growth in urbanisation. To 
adapt to the new circumstances, a new master plan 
was drafted, Master Plan of Chongqing Munici-
pality (1996–2020), which was approved by the 
State Council in 1998. The goal of this plan 
was to reach a population of 3.7 million and 
expand the built-up area of the main city to 
300 km2 by the year 2020. This plan proposed 
to overcome the geographical barriers posed by 
Zhongliang Mountains and Tongluo Mountains, 
and expand urban development space with 11 
clusters on the outskirts of the main city. Addi-
tionally, in terms of urban road traffic, the plan 
proposed for the first time to build a layered road 
network configuration by constructing a fast road 
network system, significantly increasing river-
crossing bridges, and strengthening connections 
between clusters to enhance the unity of the city. 

After 2000, governments at all levels in China 
began to attach importance to the coordinated 
development of urban and rural areas, when 
Chongqing became a key pilot city. In October 
2007, the first nationally urban and rural integrated 
master plan was approved. 

By 2005, the population of the central urban 
area of the city reached 5.4 million, with a built-up 
area of 364 km2. The 2007 Master Plan proposed 
that, by 2020, the urban population in the main city 
area reach 9.3 million, and the urban construction 
land reach 865 km2. 

In 2011, in order to facilitate the implemen-
tation of the national ‘Belt and Road Initia-
tive’, a revision was made to the Urban and 
Rural Master Planning of Chongqing (2007– 
2020), again, which was approved by the State 
Council for implementation in the same year. 
The planned urban population in the main city in 
2020 was adjusted from 9.3 million to 12 million 
people, and the planned urban construction land 
in the main city was increased from 865 km2 to 
1188 km2.

https://www.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkml/szfwj/qtgw/201605/t20160506_8613882.html
https://www.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkml/szfwj/qtgw/201605/t20160506_8613882.html
https://wap.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkzl/fdzdgknr/ghxx/zxgh/202202/t20220208_10373560.html
https://wap.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkzl/fdzdgknr/ghxx/zxgh/202202/t20220208_10373560.html
https://admin.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkml/szfwj/xzgfxwj/szf/202006/W020230221542091384555.pdf
https://admin.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkml/szfwj/xzgfxwj/szf/202006/W020230221542091384555.pdf
https://admin.cq.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkml/szfwj/xzgfxwj/szf/202006/W020230221542091384555.pdf
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Fig. 12.3 Investment in the construction of municipal public facilities of Chongqing. Source Authors, 2021 

3. Housing Development and Public Amenities 

In addition, the government has propelled the 
construction of large residential areas through 
master planning. During the 13th Five-Year 
Plan, the Chongqing municipal government took 
the lead in planning 21 large residential areas, 
each having a population between 200,000 and 
300,000 people and covering an area of 10– 
30 km2 (Wang et al. 2012). When laying out 
these large residential areas, full consideration 
was taken in terms of the basic conditions such 
as the distribution of industrial space, liveable 
environmental quality, and supporting infrastruc-
ture for transportation and municipal facilities in 
the main city. The selection of sites was based 
on the key areas for the future development of 
the main city. The establishment of these resi-
dential areas primarily served the development 
of regional industries. In the planning phase, 
based on indicators such as land areas of various 
industries and job coefficients, the government 
calculated the number of residents required to 
be accommodated in the residential areas and 
accordingly laid out their populations and land 
scales, ensuring the coordinated development 
of industrial and residential spaces. Moreover, 
overall annual investment in the construction of 
municipal public facilities has also been on the 

rise, from 39.1 billion yuan in 2009 to 117.4 
billion yuan in 2022 (Fig. 12.3). 

12.3 Major Causes of Fast 
Urbanisation 

Chosen as the major urban growth pole in the west 
of China, elevation in the administrative hierar-
chic level is the major external factor driving the 
rapid urbanisation of Chongqing, while economic 
development is the most important internal driving 
force. 

12.3.1 Administrative Level 
Elevation and Preferential 
Input of Resources 

Benefiting from its elevation from an ordi-
nary prefecture level city to a directly admin-
istered municipality, Chongqing has received 
more support in terms of human resources, fiscal 
policies, and industrial policies during the last 
30 years. In terms of human capital, demand 
for various types of talent increased after the 
city became a directly administered municipality 
in 1997. Taking public servants as an example: 
In 1997, Chongqing publically recruited and
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selected public service personnel from across 
the whole country, which not only improved the 
overall quality of urban management personnel 
and enhanced urban governance capabilities, but 
also attracted a large number of talented persons 
and their families to settle in Chongqing. This 
provided human capital for urban development 
and enhanced the vitality of the city; the increase 
in population also stimulated the demand for 
housing, medical, and other public services, as 
well as commercial facilities, driving economic 
development. 

On the other hand, the administrative level 
and authority of a directly administered munic-
ipality have also provided Chongqing with the 
convenience of conducting policy experiments. 
By undertaking various pilot projects and their 
accompanying initiatives, the city has been able 
to pioneer the adoption of new ideas, technolo-
gies and modes of management, invigorating its 
innovative spirit and fueling its urban develop-
ment. For example, Chongqing fully utilised its 
advantageous position in national strategies such 
as the Yangtze River Economic Belt Construc-
tion, and the Belt and Road Initiative to boost 
its economy. In 2010, the State Council approved 
the establishment of the Liangjiang Xinqu or 
Two Rivers New Area in Chongqing to under-
take the major strategic task for national devel-
opment. Spanning three administrative districts 
including Jiangbei, Yubei and Beibei, it set up 
national-level economic and technological devel-
opment and high-tech zones. Supported by the 
central government, this new area has attracted 
introduced a number of high-tech manufacturing 
giants such as BOE (Best On Earth), Selis Auto-
motive and Corning, fostering two pillar indus-
tries in automotive and electronic information, 
each worth 200 billion yuan, and significantly 
enhancing the attraction of Chongqing to skilled 
labour. The government’s substantial investment 
resulted in industrial prosperity and economic 
growth, bringing in high-paying jobs and high-
return business opportunities, attracting an influx 
of residents from Chongqing’s surrounding areas, 
and significantly improving the city’s urbanisation 
level. 

12.3.2 Economic Development 
and Industrial 
Restructuring 

Once an old and traditional industrial base, 
Chongqing has now transformed into a modern 
metropolis, where the secondary and tertiary 
industries thrive. The market economy has 
unleashed its developmental vitality. Following 
China’s reforms era, Chongqing was given more 
powers as one of the ‘cities specifically desig-
nated in the state plan’ (jihua danlie shi) in 1984 
and accordingly reforms were initiated related to 
economic transformation. Chongqing’s economic 
dynamism was stimulated, and its industrial struc-
ture began to show a diversified trend. Not only 
has the industrial sector achieved further devel-
opment through restructuring, integration, and 
attraction of foreign investment, but sectors previ-
ously suppressed during the planned era, such as 
commerce and finance, have also made significant 
progress in tandem with the rapid expansion of 
private economy and township enterprises. With 
a series of infrastructure projects such as railways, 
highways, and airports, Chongqing’s construc-
tion and tourism industries witnessed unprece-
dented development. Meanwhile, the manufac-
turing sector struggled to compete with the east 
coastal areas, leading to continuous losses, and 
shaking its previously dominant position among 
Chongqing’s three pillar industries. 

In 2007, the city was positioned as a key growth 
pole in western China, endowing it with the signif-
icant responsibility of driving economic devel-
opment in this region and the upper reaches of 
the Yangtze River, thereby achieving the national 
developmental objective of xiaokang (to deliver 
a life of moderate prosperity to the people in an 
all-around way). During this phase, the establish-
ment of the Liangjiang New Area, Lianglu Cuntan 
Free Trade Port Area and Xiyong Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Zone further improved the degree 
of Chongqing’s opening up to the outside world. 
With the support of the central government, the 
city attracted numerous high-tech manufacturing 
enterprises, leading to the emergence of a modern 
manufacturing sector, anchored by two pillars of
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electronic information and automobile manufac-
turing. The substantial growth of the manufac-
turing industry directly spurred the development 
of the productive service sector, leading to rapid 
growth in Chongqing’s finance, design, logistics 
and commerce industries. Furthermore, the expan-
sion of the manufacturing sector brought about 
income growth and urban expansion, which in 
turn generated robust demand, indirectly driving 
the growth of the non-productive service sector. 
By 2018, the tertiary industry in Chongqing 
accounted for 52.3% of its GDP, surpassing the 
40.9% contribution of the secondary industry. 

In recent years, the scale of Chongqing’s manu-
facturing sector has further expanded. Beyond 
the existing automotive and electronics indus-
tries, it has further developed strategic emerging 
manufacturing sectors such as cutting-edge equip-
ment, biopharmaceuticals and advanced materials 
leading to a steady increase in the production of 
high-tech industrial products. The service sector 
in Chongqing has also entered a new phase of 
growth, bolstered by the digital economy. In 2020, 
the service sector significantly enhanced its contri-
bution to the city’s overall GDP growth to 72.9%. 
This was primarily driven by the rapid growth of 
other service industries represented by ICT and 
software sectors, as well as scientific and technical 
service industries. In 2022, Chongqing’s cultural 
and tourism industries achieved an added value 
of 106.326 billion yuan, while the e-commerce 
and comprehensive health service sectors began 
to take shape alongside the continuous emer-
gence of innovative business models such as 
internet celebrity incubation, online health care 
and smart elderly care. The constant optimisation 
of Chongqing’s industrial structure is conducive to 
achieving stable economic growth and sustained 
urban development. 

12.4 Neighbourhood Diversity 
and Social-Spatial Division 

The definitional struggle of the concept of neigh-
bourhood is well documented. Neighbourhood 
can be a place, a community and a unit of policy 
design. In this study, neighbourhood refers to the 

place where people reside and spend their time. 
For urban residents, neighbourhoods are places 
that determine their quality of life and economic 
standing. 

Neighbourhood here equals the Residence 
Committee areas (or Shequ), the lowest tier of 
China’s four-tier administration system in cities, 
under the Street (Jiedao) Committee, district 
governments and the municipality. 

12.4.1 Distribution 
of Neighbourhoods 

Shaped by its predominantly mountainous topog-
raphy, Chongqing has formed a polycentric and 
clustered spatial configuration of residential areas. 
Unlike the urban sprawl mode which may be 
metaphorically likened to spreading a big cake 
on a flat pan, Chongqing’s residential areas are 
composed of multiple relatively autonomous clus-
ters. These clusters maintain a degree of spatial 
isolation from each other (Fig. 12.4), and inter-
nally each cluster has its own centre and road 
system.

The formation of this clustered structure results 
from the combined effect of geographical condi-
tions and historical changes. Geographically, 
Chongqing is characterised as a ‘mountain + river 
city’, with hills and mountains as the dominant 
landforms, of which mountains occupy 76% of 
its terrain. The main city encompasses diverse 
topographical features such as parallel moun-
tain ridges, isolated high hills, urban mountains 
and cliff lines. Districts segmented by moun-
tains, hills and rivers exhibit significant variations 
in natural conditions and resource endowments. 
The complex mountainous topography naturally 
blocks the connections between different districts 
within the city. Additionally, Chongqing is situ-
ated at the confluence of the Yangtze and Jialing 
rivers, which flow through the city from south-
west to northeast, forming natural barriers that 
divide the city and further weaken the connections 
between residential settlements within the city. 

From the perspective of historical changes, 
Chongqing once briefly assumed the role of a 
national capital during wartime in the 1940s,
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Fig. 12.4 Spatial 
distribution of residential 
neighbourhoods in 
Chongqing. Source 
Authors, 2021

resulting in a significant increase in its residen-
tial population. To avoid air raids, residential 
areas were dispersed to the outskirts, leading to 
an initially broadly dispersed yet locally concen-
trated arrangement in the distribution of resi-
dential clusters. Afterward, during the planned 
economy era from the 1950s to the late 1980s, 
Chongqing, as a large industrial base, gath-
ered a diverse category of factories, both large 
and small. To enhance production efficiency, 
numerous housing areas were built around those 
factories. As workers and their families moved in, 
production-residence areas centred around work 
units took shape, further consolidating the clus-
tered urban structure. 

Chongqing was once a heavy industry city, 
characterised by a large number of former work-
unit neighbourhoods due to historical reasons. 
From the 1960s to 1980s, large industrial and 
mining enterprises (such as the Chongqing Steel 
Plant, Jialing Plant, Special Steel Plant, Construc-
tion Plant, and Chang’an Plant) in the main urban 
area of Chongqing had good production efficiency 

and a high level of profit. A large number of 
working staff residential areas were built around 
these plant areas to solve housing problems of 
factory workers, showing a strong work-unit char-
acteristic. Later, with the relocation or closure 
of plants, these unit-based old residential areas 
were incorporated into the city’s overall manage-
ment mechanism. Compared with the decen-
tralised layout of small and medium-sized enter-
prise residential areas in the city, these residential 
areas were larger in scale and more concentrated 
in distribution. According to a national survey 
on housing conducted in 1985, municipal public 
housing comprised only 24.1% of all housing, and 
work-unit housing accounted for 58.1% (Logan 
et al. 1997). Few still-intact work-unit residential 
neighbourhoods are concentrated in government, 
public institutions and state-owned enterprises. 

After becoming a city directly administered 
by the central government, Chongqing has 
undergone a shift in terms of city positioning, 
and its urban development has been signifi-
cantly accelerated. During this period, driven by
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the demands of industrial development and an 
increase in population size, its clustered structure 
has become more diverse. On the one hand, this 
is evident in the continuous emergence of new 
clusters as the city expands. Small towns and 
industrial parks located outside the metropolitan 
area have merged and gradually evolved into 
multifunctional new urban clusters. On the other 
hand, existing clusters have undergone reor-
ganisation and differentiation. Some industrial 
clusters, initially centred around specific work 
units, disintegrated due to factory relocations 
or bankruptcies, while some other clusters have 
developed new functions in line with indus-
trial restructuring. Moreover, the evolution of 
Chongqing’s cluster structure has exhibited 
some common features. First, the spatial scale 
of its urban clusters has generally expanded 
due to population growth, which gradually blurs 
the spatial boundaries between these clusters. 
Second, the enhancement of infrastructure has 
significantly facilitated urban transportation. 
Coupled with the greater mobility brought about 
by economic and social transformations, this 
has gradually disrupted the previously balanced 
work-residence structure within the clusters. 
While facilitating functional changes in these 
clusters, this development also strengthens 
connections between them. Third, it has encour-
aged further integration of clusters within desig-
nated areas, resulting in an increasingly diverse 
and enriched spectrum of neighbourhood forms 
within these areas. 

In terms of residential space allocation, relying 
solely on market mechanisms often leads to 
resources favouring higher income groups, while 
lower-income groups face housing difficulties. 
China’s housing construction policies stipulate 
that newly built commercial residential areas must 
include a certain proportion of affordable housing 
to ensure fair distribution of public resources 
and social justice, and to ensure that different 
social classes can enjoy basic housing rights. 
The government is responsible for the subse-
quent operation and management of the affordable 

housing, ensuring high standards and quality plan-
ning and construction, balanced layout, conve-
nient transportation, complete supporting facil-
ities, suitable living environment and shared 
community environment and professional prop-
erty management services. This ensures that 
middle- and low-income groups have the same 
living environment as commercial housing resi-
dents, reducing the sense of disparity between the 
rich and the poor. 

In recent years, Chongqing has promoted the 
construction of affordable housing by adopting 
mixed construction with commercial housing and 
public rental housing, using a ‘small concentra-
tion, large dispersion’ model to prevent concen-
trated areas of affordable housing from becoming 
urban ghettos, allowing residents to live better, 
more comfortably, and with more dignity. As 
a typical representative of affordable housing 
communities, the Minxin Jiayuan community 
allocates 10% of its total construction area for 
public rental housing. Public rental housing is 
designed simply according to the standard of 400 
yuan per square metre, with unit sizes ranging 
from 35 m2 to 80 m2, with more than 85% being 
below 60 m2. These systematic considerations 
enable middle- and low-income groups living in 
public rental housing to enjoy the living standards 
of mid-range commercial housing. 

12.4.2 Transformation 
of Neighbourhoods 

Like other Chinese cities, Chongqing’s 
production-residence neighbourhoods origi-
nally based on the work unit system have changed 
into a diversified neighbourhood system (Zhang 
and Chai 2014; Deng 2018; Logan et al. 1997). 

Under the work unit system during the planned 
economy era from the 1950s to the late 1980s, 
the production functions and living of employees 
and their families were linked together forming 
a ‘work unit’. This work unit was more than 
just a place where employees engaged in produc-
tion, but also the provider of residential services, 
including kindergartens, primary and secondary
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schools. Large work units typically had facilities 
such as public bathhouses, canteens and recre-
ational spaces for staff members to watch movies, 
exercise, swim, or engage in other leisure activi-
ties. In one word, all residential services were basi-
cally provided by work units. Meanwhile, staff 
members of the same work unit generally resided 
in affiliated housing compounds (Bray 2005). 

During the work unit organisation period, resi-
dents in neighbourhoods had a high degree of 
homogeneity in terms of occupational composi-
tion. Moreover, as housing was provided to staff 
members at low rent as social welfare, residents 
did not possess full property rights (Yang et al. 
2017). Residential property rights belonged to 
the work units, resulting in minimal residential 
mobility during this time (Xiao et al. 2020). As 
long as residents did not change jobs or were not 
allocated new housing in different locations by 
their work units, they usually lived in these work-
unit communities for their entire lives (Li et al. 
2019). 

The economic reforms in the 1990s loosened 
the strict social management institutions of the 
planned era, breaking down the foundation on 
which work-unit communities relied for its main-
tenance, leading to the disintegration of the work 
unit system in urban areas, and resulting in large-
scale dismantling or disappearance of work-unit 
communities. On the one hand, as the market 
began to play a decisive role in resource alloca-
tion, some work units lacking in market compet-
itiveness that had previously survived under the 
protection of government administrative direc-
tives went bankrupt. The collapse of these enti-
ties, which used to provide housing, education, 
medical, and sanitation services under the work 
unit system, severed the networks and relational 
ties that sustained communities. On the other 
hand, in order to adapt to the marketised envi-
ronment, work units that used to provide almost 
everything for their staff members began tran-
sitioning from administrative organisations to 
commercial enterprises, stripping themselves of 
their previously held social welfare functions. 
Work units ceased to be the sole channel through 
which individuals could access scarce survival 
resources such as material products, development 

opportunities, and social recognition. This has 
ended the individuals’ organizational dependence 
on their work units, leading to the gradual disin-
tegration of the previous work-residence model 
centred around the work unit. Consequently, indi-
viduals gained substantial autonomy and freedom 
by detaching themselves from their work units and 
started to move around under the driving force of 
the market. The static-natured work-unit commu-
nities are destined to be unsustainable against the 
backdrop of ever-increasing residential mobility. 

In the late 1990s, the system of urban commer-
cial housing provision was largely established, 
and housing was primarily constructed and 
sold by private property developers. Urban resi-
dents obtained property rights through purchases, 
enabling them to buy and sell houses. During this 
period, the real estate industry experienced rapid 
growth. Real estate developers began constructing 
a large number of residential communities, which 
varied in terms of location, layout, size, prop-
erty services and amenities. These included large-
scale high-rise residential buildings and low-
rise villas, catering to a range of segmented 
markets from ordinary apartments to luxury 
residences. Following market logic, developers 
adopted a series of commercial strategies to attract 
homebuyers, resulting in significant differences 
between various grades of commercial housing, 
while commercial housing communities with 
similar pricing tended to offer comparable living 
conditions. Concurrently, with the diversified 
development of the national economy, the social 
stratification of urban residents deepened, with 
more pronounced differences emerging between 
social groups defined by income, occupation, 
class, and other dimensions. The intertwining of 
demographic diversification and housing variety, 
coupled with the establishment of private housing 
ownership, made it possible to buy, sell, and re-
select housing properties. For instance, residents 
who previously lived in work-unit communities, 
under the market economy system, experienced 
income differentiation. Wealthy residents chose 
to sell their deteriorating housing in work-unit 
communities and buy housing with higher-quality 
living conditions and amenities. Residents who 
lacked the financial means to improve their living
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conditions continued to live in these communi-
ties. In this process, there is a turnover in commu-
nity demographics. As the physical conditions 
of work-unit communities decline, their residents 
gradually become those with lower economic 
capabilities. Meanwhile, with the process of 
urbanisation, housing with poorer living condi-
tions is often rented by migrant workers relocating 
from other regions. 

In the wake of activation of residential mobility 
within the city, there has been a reshuffling of 
the residential layouts. Such spatial reorganisa-
tion is primarily driven by housing prices and 
the economic capabilities of the residents. Under 
the influence of market forces, the previous resi-
dential pattern centred around work units has 
been replaced, giving rise to a more diversified 
demographic of community residents. 

Apart from market forces, the government has 
also played a more important role in shaping 
residential spatial configuration. To advance the 
industrial development in specific areas within the 
city, some local governments have planned and 
constructed large residential areas within the city. 
These residential areas adopt the planning concept 
of mixing different social classes, constructing 
various types of housing such as government-
subsidised housing and commercial housing in 
designated proportions, and allocating corre-
sponding public service resources such as educa-
tion and health care facilities. These large residen-
tial areas have a unified planning and design that 
cater to specific industries or urban development 
strategies. As a result, compared to similar types of 
communities in other areas, communities within 
these large residential areas exhibit certain differ-
ences in terms of resident demographics, housing 
forms, and property services. 

In terms of residential space allocation, relying 
solely on market mechanisms often leads to 
resources favoring higher income groups, while 
lower-income groups face housing difficulties. 
China’s housing construction policies stipulate 
that newly built commercial residential areas must 
include a certain proportion of affordable housing, 
to ensure fair distribution of public resources 
and social justice, and to ensure that different 
social classes can enjoy basic housing rights. 

The government is responsible for the subsequent 
operation and management of the affordable hous-
ings, ensuring high standards and quality plan-
ning and construction, balanced layout, conve-
nient transportation, complete supporting facil-
ities, suitable living environment, and shared 
community environment and professional prop-
erty management services. This ensures that 
middle and low-income groups have the same 
living environment as commercial housing resi-
dents, reducing the sense of disparity between the 
rich and the poor. 

In recent years, Chongqing has promoted the 
construction of affordable housing by adopting 
mixed construction with commercial housing, 
public rental housing, and affordable housing, 
using a ‘small concentration, large dispersion’ 
model to prevent concentrated areas of affordable 
housing from becoming urban ‘ghettos’, allowing 
residents to live better, more comfortable, and with 
more dignity. As a typical representative of afford-
able housing communities, the Minxin Jiayuan 
community allocates 10% of its total construc-
tion area for public rental housing. Public rental 
housing is decorated simply according to the stan-
dard of 400 yuan per square meter, with unit sizes 
ranging from 35 m2 to 80 m2, with more than 
85% being below 60 m2. These systematic consid-
erations enable middle and low-income groups 
living in public rental housing to enjoy the living 
standards of mid-range commercial housing. 

12.5 Major Types 
of Neighbourhood 
and Inequality 

In the last 30 years, a variety of new neigh-
bourhood types have emerged. Each community 
type exhibits differences in terms of residents’ 
socio-economic characteristics, housing condi-
tions, spatial arrangement within the commu-
nity, accessibility to public services, as well as 
commercial amenities. 

To gain a better understanding of the diversity 
of neighbourhoods in Chongqing, a variety neigh-
bourhoods located in the central urban districts 
of Chongqing in late 2022 and early 2023 were
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surveyed. The central districts have the highest 
proportion of urban population (93.3% in 2022). 
The five administrative districts covered in the 
fieldwork are Yuzhong, Shapingba, Yubei, Nan’an 
and Jiulongpo. These five districts are core urban 
areas of Chongqing Municipality, encompassing 
all types of neighbourhoods. However, there are 
certain differences in the proportionate distribu-
tion of different neighbourhoods types among 
different areas. 

Among these, Yuzhong District, known as the 
‘mother town’ of Chongqing, is relatively small 
in size and yet serves as the economic, political, 
and cultural centre of Chongqing, predominantly 
characterised by the tertiary industry. Shapingba 
District is renowned for its high-quality educa-
tional resources, while its urban area is relatively 
old and worn-out. Jiulongpo District is part of 
the heavy industrial base of Chongqing. Because 
they were suitable for industrial development, 
these three districts once gathered a large number 
of state-owned enterprises or units. As a result, 
they have a greater number of work-unit neigh-
bourhoods and urban villages compared to other 
districts. 

Yubei District, known as the largest contributor 
to Chongqing’s GDP, is a hub for affluent resi-
dents, with a strong capacity to realise industrial 
development plans and a pleasant surrounding 
environment. Among its neighbourhood types, the 
proportion of high-end commercial housing is 
higher than that in the other four districts. Nan’an 
District, located at the unique ‘two rivers and four 
banks’ in Chongqing, is one of the districts with 
areas having the longest history and the richest 
cultural heritage. Although its terrain is not very 
suitable for industrial development, it is highly 
conducive to living. Commercial housing commu-
nities currently account for the highest proportion 
in Nan’an District. 

Consistent with the surveys conducted in 
Datong and other cities prior to this project, four 
categories of community types were classified: 
work-unit neighbourhoods, commercial housing 
neighbourhoods, government-subsidised housing 
neighbourhoods, and urban village neighbour-
hoods. The distribution is as follows: work-unit 

neighbourhoods constituted 24.14%, commer-
cial housing neighbourhoods dominated with 
53.4%, government-subsidised housing neigh-
bourhoods comprised 19.01%, and urban villages 
accounted for a mere 3.45%. Mirroring trends in 
other Chinese mega-cities, the substantial share 
of commercial housing underscores the pivotal 
impact of land developers on urban sprawl. 
Conversely, the government’s concerted efforts 
to tackle urban village challenges have made 
such extensive settlements a rarity in Chongqing’s 
urban landscape. 

Examining neighbourhood size, the average 
household count stands at 2100 for commer-
cial housing neighbourhoods, 1331 for urban 
villages, 1480 for work-unit neighbourhoods, and 
an impressive 4298 for government-subsidised 
housing neighbourhoods. It is clear that commer-
cial and government-subsidised neighbourhoods 
boast a more substantial scale compared to their 
urban village and work-unit neighbourhood coun-
terparts. Characterised predominantly by high-
rise buildings exceeding 20–30 storeys, these 
expansive neighbourhoods are capable of housing 
a greater number of residents within the same 
footprint. In a mountainous city like Chongqing, 
where land is at a premium, such compact living 
arrangements offer an undeniably prudent and 
space-efficient solution. 

Drawing from survey feedback across various 
neighbourhoods in Chongqing, a distinct income 
distribution was identified. Residents from urban 
village neighbourhoods report a median monthly 
income ranging from 3000 to 6000 yuan over the 
last six months. Government-subsidised housing 
neighbourhoods fall within the 6000–9000 yuan 
bracket, work-unit neighbourhoods hover just 
below 9000 yuan, and commercial housing neigh-
bourhoods surpass this threshold. 

These figures speak of a pronounced income 
disparity within Chongqing’s urban landscape. 
Commercial housing neighbourhoods, offering 
superior living conditions, draw in the city’s 
middle- and upper-income demographics. Work-
unit housing neighbourhoods, often linked 
to the government or state-owned entities, 
have residents with a stable income and
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Fig. 12.5 Residential buildings in the Jialing Factory Employee Dormitory area. Source Taken by the author 

employment. On the other hand, residents 
from government-subsidised neighbourhoods and 
urban village neighbourhoods exhibit substan-
tially lower incomes, reflecting their role as hubs 
for the city’s lower-income and migrant workers. 

Based on the fieldwork findings, neighbour-
hoods in Chongqing are mainly categorised into 
the following types: 

12.5.1 Former Work-Unit 

Work-unit neighbourhoods, a legacy of the 
planned economy era, are a type of welfare 
housing whose construction is funded by work 
units and rented (or privatised) to employees at 
rates lower than market prices. Unlike commer-
cial housing neighbourhoods, these generally do 
not have commercial property services but are 
managed and maintained by the work units or 
municipal authorities. Different work-unit neigh-
bourhoods vary significantly in terms of envi-
ronmental greening, housing quality, and main-
tenance services, primarily depending on the 
economic strength of the respective work units. 

The old work-unit neighbourhoods built before 
the 1980s have now become outdated. These vary 
in size, but the majority are in a state of disre-
pair, lacking public spaces for activities, and many 
residences even lack independent bathrooms or 
kitchens. Moreover, due to the lack of anticipa-
tion for the surge in residential parking needs 
during the planning phase, vehicles are densely 
and haphazardly parked in these neighbourhoods, 
further encroaching upon the already limited 
public spaces (Fig. 12.5). Outdated design and 
insufficient maintenance are significant contribu-
tors to the decline of these neighbourhoods. Since 
the work units responsible for maintaining them 
may have long ceased to exist, these have been 
left unattended for a long time. Maintenance of 
public hygiene relies on residents or cleaners hired 
by local communities. Many public facilities are 
in disrepair. Apart from the elderly who choose 
not to move away due to social connections or 
economic reasons, the residents of these old work-
unit neighbourhoods are primarily young manual 
labourers with medium or low income, given the 
rents are low in these neighbourhoods. In addition, 
these are mostly located in commercially vibrant
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Fig. 12.6 Public space of a new type of work-unit neighbourhood. Source Taken by the author 

and densely populated central urban areas of the 
city, providing ample employment opportunities 
for them. 

Due to the fact that the reforms primarily 
took place in the economic sector, many resi-
dential communities built by production units 
such as factories from the past have gradually 
vanished. However, many units in the public sector 
continued to construct work-unit neighbourhoods 
to address the housing issues of their employees. 
Those late-model work-unit neighbourhoods were 
mainly completed after 2000, and were mostly 
constructed by government agencies or public 
institutions, represented by university faculty and 
staff family compounds. These late-model work-
unit neighbourhoods are relatively superior in 
terms of building quality, supporting facilities, and 
management level (Fig. 12.6). In addition, late-
model work-unit neighbourhoods also have ancil-
lary facilities not commonly found in other types 
of neighbourhoods. For example, in a commu-
nity belonging to a government department, there 
are not only a seniors’ university and an activity 
centre dedicated to serving retired cadres, but 
also a public kindergarten that formerly schooled 

children of cadres. With these advantages, the 
selling price of late-model work-unit neighbour-
hoods can be comparable to that of high-end 
commercial housing neighbourhoods, attracting a 
large number of non-unit employees to become 
residents through rental or purchase. However, 
the residents of these neighbourhoods are still 
primarily work-unit employees and their families. 

12.5.2 Commercial Housing 

Commercial housing neighbourhoods built and 
sold by real estate developers have become the 
most common type of community in Chongqing’s 
urban areas. As the housing supply model with 
the highest degree of marketisation, the evolution 
of commercial housing neighbourhoods has gone 
hand in hand with the overall development of the 
real estate industry during the same period. 

The early commercial housing neighbour-
hoods in Chongqing were mostly built in the late 
1990s when the real estate industry just got off 
the ground. Geographically, they are primarily 
concentrated in the densely populated old urban



196 Y. Liu et al.

Fig. 12.7 A commercial housing community built in the late 1990s. Source Taken by the author 

areas, and are relatively small in scale. They 
are typically characterised by residential build-
ings of around ten floors, equipped with eleva-
tors, and public activity spaces decorated with 
trees and greenery. However, many of them now 
appear time-worn and face maintenance issues 
(Fig. 12.7). 

In general, ordinary commercial housing 
neighbourhoods targeting medium-income 
groups prioritise affordability. These neighbour-
hoods are situated in somewhat less favourable 
locations and have higher plot ratios. They use 
standardised property services and landscape 
designs to lower housing prices (Fig. 12.8).

As the most common type of housing neigh-
bourhood in Chinese cities, ordinary commercial 
housing neighbourhoods are widely distributed 
throughout the city from downtown to periph-
eral development zones. The living and service 
amenities and infrastructure in these neighbour-
hoods are supplied and developed to meet the basic 
living requirements of the residents, and to meet 
the overall average standard of the city. However, 
security, environmental, and sanitary conditions 
are inferior to those of high-end residential neigh-
bourhoods. Some neighbourhoods face problems 

such as high building density, deteriorating green 
spaces, insufficient parking spaces/garages, and 
building quality deficiencies such as wall seepage 
and foundation settlement. 

Though the ordinary commercial housing 
neighbourhoods generally have clear boundaries 
and are enclosed by surrounding walls, fences or 
commercial buildings, they are not as enclosed 
as high-end commercial housing neighbourhoods, 
and are less strict on access control for non-
community residents. They may have no commu-
nity access control, or, if any, they are normally 
completely or partly out of function. 

In the past decade, as the real estate industry 
matures, the late-model commercial housing 
neighbourhoods constructed between 2010 and 
2020 not only retain the enclosed and liveable 
attributes of earlier commercial housing neigh-
bourhoods, but also develop new features: 

Firstly, expanded community scales. Under the 
model of centralised development, the number of 
units in the late-model commercial housing neigh-
bourhoods has rapidly increased from hundreds 
in early commercial housing to thousands, with 
high-rise residential towers of over 30 floors 
becoming one of the signature features.
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Fig. 12.8 Exterior view of a sampled ordinary commercial housing community. Source Taken by the author

Secondly, significant increase in commercial 
facilities. The late-model commercial housing 
neighbourhoods are typically equipped with 
more facilities. Some larger neighbourhoods even 
include commercial complexes such as pedes-
trian shopping streets or large shopping centres. 
This new trend, to some extent, alleviates the 
inconveniences brought about by the expansion of 
community size. Moreover, constructing commer-
cial facilities can increase the selling price and 
sales volume of the property, generating more 
profit for developers. 

Thirdly, more pronounced differences between 
different tiers of neighbourhoods. High-end 
commercial housing neighbourhoods targeting 
high-income groups are distinguished by their 
superior geographical locations, strict access 
control, concierge-style property services, person-
alised garden landscaping, health centres, and 
other high-end ancillary facilities, offering even 
an exquisite and luxurious living experience 
(Fig. 12.9).

In general, primarily comprising villas and 
large-sized high-end residences, these neighbour-
hoods are gated to form an enclosed space 
surrounded by walls and fences. Electronic access 

control systems are installed and protective 
measures are taken at the entrances to keep out 
non-community residents. Monitoring covers the 
entire neighbourhood, guaranteeing high levels of 
security. Meanwhile, these neighbourhoods are 
constructed with upscale building materials to 
provide higher architectural quality and better 
architectural appearance. 

Neighbourhoods possess meticulous construc-
tion planning, high-end property management, 
nice ecological environments, high greening rate, 
and all necessary infrastructure. Most of them 
are furnished with pavilions, central squares, ball 
fields and fountains. Some even have their own 
swimming pools, fitness centres, leisure clubs, and 
other high-end living and service amenities. Inside 
the neighbourhoods, there are sufficient parking 
spaces/garages or underground parking places. 
Most neighbourhoods have separate passageways 
for pedestrians and vehicles above the ground to 
pass through. 

Targeting the high-income population, these 
neighbourhoods in Chongqing are mostly located 
downtown or in the inner suburbs to provide 
residents with convenient and high-quality living 
amenities, or accommodate residents’ desire for



198 Y. Liu et al.

Fig. 12.9 Exterior view of a sampled high-end commercial housing community. Source Taken by the author

both modern metropolitan life and a beautiful 
natural environment. More importantly, the ability 
of resident families to migrate from an ordinary 
commercial housing community to a high-end 
commercial housing community is often seen as a 
symbol of elevated social identity or social status. 

12.5.3 Government-Subsidised 
Housing 

Government-subsidised housing neighbourhoods 
refer to those consisting of public rental housing, 
low-rental housing, affordable housing, and a 
few limited-price commercial apartments. Unlike 
commercial housing or work-unit housing neigh-
bourhoods, subsidised housing neighbourhoods 
are developed mainly through governmental initia-
tives and financial funds. Fundamentally, these 
are neighbourhoods offered by the government at 
below-market rates to eligible buyers or renters 
who are unable to afford market-rate housing. 
Clearly, subsidised housing communities serve as 
a social welfare measure for residents in need. 

These neighbourhoods inevitably have infe-
rior building quality and infrastructure provision 

compared to commercial housing neighbourhoods 
(Fig. 12.10). Furthermore, when occupied, they 
may gradually encounter issues related to environ-
mental sanitation, accessibility to public services, 
and property management, such as green space 
deterioration and access control failure.

To minimise development costs, subsidised 
housing neighbourhoods are usually located in 
the suburban areas of a city, which poses a signif-
icant challenge to the well-being of residents due 
to housing–work segregation. Furthermore, due 
to the high heterogeneity of residents in these 
neighbourhoods and the young working popu-
lation making up a large proportion, their low 
sense of belonging to the community and low 
desire to participate in community activities have 
become key hindrances to community develop-
ment. 

Despite all these deficiencies, the provision of 
subsidised housing neighbourhoods has enabled 
new urban dwellers and a new working popula-
tion to settle down temporarily and adapt to a new 
urban lifestyle, and also enabled the lower income 
population to access basic housing security. In 
addition to the community functions described 
above, the ‘blending’ and ‘merging’ of residents
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Fig. 12.10 Interior view of a subsidised housing neighbourhood. Source Taken by the author

within a shared community who have migrated 
from rural areas or small towns into a megacity, 
has become the major topic for the development 
of these neighbourhoods. 

12.5.4 Urban Villages 

The phenomenon of urban village neighbour-
hoods is a product of the urban expansion process 
that absorbs rural villages. With Chongqing’s 
substantial investment in rebuilding urban villages 
in recent years, urban village neighbourhoods are 
becoming rare in the city. Largely retaining the 
characteristics of rural villages, urban villages 
feature open physical spaces and relatively 
basic established living circles. Mostly privately 
constructed by residents, housing in urban village 
neighbourhoods was often built before the villages 
underwent urbanisation, so their architectural 
qualities vary significantly, and their architec-
tural forms are diverse, ranging from six-storey 
small buildings to rough shanties. But they are 
mostly defective with poor structural integrity and 
insufficient living functionality. Due to the lack 

of planning, housing distribution within urban 
village neighbourhoods is haphazard and disor-
derly, resulting in many cul-de-sacs. Affected 
by urbanisation, many young people from urban 
villages move out for work, leaving behind elderly 
residents or renting their houses to others. In 
contrast to hollowed-out villages resulting from 
population loss, urban villages on the city’s 
peripheries have absorbed a significant number 
of low-income individuals, both local and from 
outside, providing them with accommodation. 
These residents operate various daily services 
within urban villages, ranging from food catering 
to medical care, forming a multipurpose and rela-
tively autonomous small living circle (Fig. 12.11).

12.5.5 Disparity of Public Services 
and Amenities in Different 
Types of Neighbourhood 

The differences between various types of neigh-
bourhoods are also prominently reflected in the 
accessibility of public services. In addition to 
basic needs for personal survival, factors such
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Fig. 12.11 Interior view of an urban village community. Source Taken by the author

as education, health care, leisure, culture, enter-
tainment and transportation have become increas-
ingly important in affecting residents’ quality of 
life. As direct carriers of social public services, 
the spatial arrangement of relevant infrastruc-
ture enables citizens residing in different areas 
to actually enjoy different opportunities for social 
services. Despite a series of minimum standards 
outlined in urban planning documents for the 
construction and configuration of infrastructure, 
various types of public service facilities are often 
unevenly distributed across different types of 
urban neighbourhoods. 

Accessibility is typically employed to reveal 
the level of availability of facilities under certain 
constraints. Collectively determined by factors 
such as time, distance and energy costs, it effec-
tively reflects the extent to which individuals can 
access public services in the physical world. In 
order to quantitatively analyse and compare the 
living conditions of neighbourhoods within the 
main city of Chongqing, the Cumulative Acces-
sibility Index is used to describe the accessibility 
of different types of social infrastructure within a 
15-min community living circle. 

Research findings of Chongqing indicate five 
results in terms of inequality: Firstly, there is 
relatively inadequate allocation of social public 
services in government-subsidised housing neigh-
bourhoods and urban village neighbourhoods, 
where, except for shopping and primary educa-
tion, there are noticeable deficiencies in leisure, 
entertainment, transportation, and many other 
facilities. 

Secondly, there is limited allocation of social 
public services in newly constructed commer-
cial housing neighbourhoods, whether high-end 
or ordinary. Particularly, the development of more 
supporting facilities such as middle- and high-
level education, culture, and health care has yet 
to be strengthened. This aligns broadly with other 
cities in China at present. 

Thirdly, there are significant internal differ-
ences in terms of allocation of social public 
services among early commercial housing, work-
unit housing, resettlement housing (huiqianfang, 
a form of subsidised housing provided by the 
government or developer to the original residents 
after they have been relocated for urban renova-
tion, demolition and other projects), and housing
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reform neighbourhoods (fanggaifang, built-up 
public housing purchased by urban workers at 
cost price, a transitional policy in the process 
of transforming urban housing in China from 
the work-unit allocation system to the market 
economy system). Some neighbourhoods excel 
in conditions related to shopping, primary educa-
tion, community health care, and transportation, 
while others exhibit noticeable deficiencies. The 
disparities within neighbourhoods of the same 
category stem from a complex array of factors. 
One plausible explanation lies in the use of 
policy instruments. China has a preference for 
establishing administrative regions with specific 
policy objectives in urban development (called 
‘Te qu’) such as economic development zones 
or historical-cultural districts, and allocates corre-
sponding resources accordingly, including public 
services. These special zones receive varying 
levels of resources based on their policy goals, 
leading them to distinct developmental trajecto-
ries. Consequently, this affects the type, quantity, 
and accessibility of services available within the 
neighbourhoods located within these zones. 

Fourthly, there are often rich social service 
facilities near neighbourhoods ‘inside the 
system’ (tizhinei, referring to those working 
for government organs and public sectors) repre-
sented by housing reform neighbourhoods, late-
model work-unit neighbourhoods, and old-type 
work-unit neighbourhoods. Notably, the acces-
sibility to high-quality service facilities such 
as department stores, high schools, museums, 
sports centres, and subways are several times 
or even higher compared to those ‘outside the 
system’ (tizhiwai), contributing to a superior 
community living environment. This may be 
an example of administrative power playing 
a significant role in resource allocation. Land 
resources and even future development plans are 
essentially in the hands of the government, so 
there is reason to believe that when the govern-
ment constructs work-unit neighbourhoods 
to serve its own employees, it will prioritise 
allocating more valuable land parcels. 

Fifthly, neighbourhoods ‘outside the system’ 
represented by resettlement housing neighbour-
hoods, government-subsidised housing neigh-
bourhoods, and urban village neighbourhoods, 
primarily focus on the widespread availability of 
basic public services. There are few particularly 
prominent situations in terms of accessibility to 
social services, and yet the lack of high-quality 
public services poses a universal challenge. 

12.6 Conclusion 

This chapter provides a systematic analysis of the 
urbanisation, neighbourhood diversification and 
differentiation of social spaces in Chongqing. 

Chongqing stands as a distinctive exemplar 
within the discourse of urban and regional 
studies. In contrast to the large cities of the 
economically prosperous southeastern coastal 
regions, where urbanisation is marked by both 
intra-regional rural-to-urban transitions and inter-
regional migratory flows, Chongqing’s urban 
development is primarily propelled by internal 
migration within its administrative confines. This 
phenomenon is characterised by a swift escala-
tion in urbanisation rates while maintaining a rela-
tively constant overall population: over a period 
of a quarter century from 1997 to 2022, the 
proportion of urban residents in Chongqing leaped 
from 29.5% to 71%, while the total population 
increased from 28.73 million to just 32.13 million. 

Several multifarious elements contribute to 
these variances. Initially, as a city situated in 
western China, Chongqing’s urban development 
commenced subsequent to that of cities in the 
east, thereby facing more acute competition for 
both inhabitants and professional talent. More-
over, the city’s growth has been significantly 
influenced by policy measures from the central 
government, including its elevation to a directly 
administered municipal status and initiatives such 
as the ‘Develop the West’ strategy. These poli-
cies, though prompt in delivering benefits, tend 
to produce a pulsatile pattern of development due
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to their ephemeral nature. Lastly, the formidable 
topography of Chongqing, defined by its moun-
tainous and riverine landscape, has engendered 
a robust local culture and customs. The climatic 
conditions, particularly characterised by severe 
heat in summer and cold, damp winters, collo-
quially known as the ‘City of Fog’, serve to 
further exacerbate the challenges associated with 
inter-regional migration, thus uniquely shaping its 
pattern of urbanisation. 

Moreover, Chongqing’s development follows 
a typical mode of urbanisation which may be 
metaphorically likened to ‘a tiny horse pulling a 
huge cart’, which merely relies on the 5% urban 
area and the 31% urban population to drive the 
development of the 95% large rural areas and 
the 69% rural population, facilitating urbanisa-
tion throughout the entire municipality. Specific 
policies facilitating urbanisation include: 

(1) Measures such as reform of the registered 
residence system to be implemented to encourage 
the transformation of the rural population into 
urban residents. Meanwhile, equal social insur-
ance and public services to be provided to the 
incoming population to address their concerns, 
facilitating their settlement in the city. (2) Planned 
expansion of built-up urban areas to be executed 
to accommodate a larger population. (3) The 
construction of housing and municipal public 
facilities to be promoted through the reform of 
the housing system, by leveraging the combined 
forces of the government and real estate devel-
opers in the capacity of market entities. 

Overall speaking, the driving forces behind 
Chongqing’s urbanisation include both the visible 
hand of the government and the invisible hand 
of the market. On the one hand, administrative 
power is indispensable, as the central govern-
ment’s will and coordinated planning are essen-
tial drivers of Chongqing’s urbanisation. The 
elevation to a directly administered municipality 
was a crucial opportunity, providing Chongqing 
with the factor resources and policy support 
for its economic and social development. On 
the other hand, the reform of the economic 
system characterised by the transition from a 
planned economy to a market-oriented economy 

unleashed the vitality of market forces, signifi-
cantly propelling Chongqing’s industrial devel-
opment. In the process of reform and urban 
innovation, the manufactory industry has been 
consolidated, and has brought higher income and 
increased demand, driving the growth of the 
service industry. 

In sum, the dynamic of Chongqing’s urbani-
sation has resulted from the coordinated efforts 
of both the government and the market. Govern-
ment planning and support provide a foundation 
and direction for the city, while market dynamism 
injects vitality into economic diversification and 
sustainable development. 

The typology of neighbourhoods within 
Chongqing manifests a pronounced diversity. 
Predicated upon both topographical and histor-
ical determinants, the city’s residential districts 
are characterised by a polycentric and clustered 
spatial configuration. Distinct residential clus-
ters preserve a degree of spatial segregation, 
concurrently facilitating relatively autonomous 
employment opportunities and public amenities 
within their respective precincts. Consequently, 
disparities have emerged amongst these clusters, 
contingent upon variances in educational institu-
tions, health care facilities, income brackets and 
property valuations. Meanwhile, the advancement 
of infrastructure—including motorways, under-
ground railways and light rail systems—along-
side escalating property and land values, has catal-
ysed the development of previously intractable 
mountainous and riverine sites into novel resi-
dential zones. This development has precipi-
tated the gradual obfuscation and eventual conflu-
ence of certain cluster boundaries, engendering a 
continuum of urban fabric. Such dynamics have 
given rise to a multiplicity of neighbourhood 
forms within the city. 

Additionally, akin to other major Chinese 
conurbations, the production-residence neigh-
bourhoods in Chongqing, initially based upon the 
work-unit system, have evolved towards a more 
heterogeneous residential typology. This meta-
morphosis has been accelerated by the transition 
from a command to a market-driven economy, 
precipitating the decline of the work-unit system.
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Concurrently, reforms towards housing commer-
cialisation have stimulated increased residential 
mobility within the city. Furthermore, the large-
scale resettlement housing for the Three Gorges 
migrants, along with the development of substan-
tial affordable housing projects catering to up 
to 100,000 individuals from the urban low-to-
moderate income strata, constitute residential 
neighbourhoods seldom observed in other urban 
centres. 

In conclusion, during the urban transforma-
tion process, the typology of urban neighbour-
hoods has emerged, including work-unit neigh-
bourhoods, commercial housing neighbourhoods, 
government-subsidised housing neighbourhoods, 
as well as urban villages. Each type of neighbour-
hood exhibits differences in terms of residents’ 
socio-economic characteristics, housing condi-
tions, internal spatial arrangements, accessibility 
to public services, and commercial amenities. 
As a result, two major kinds of neighbourhood, 
namely, ‘generative neighbourhood’ and ‘consti-
tutive neighbourhood’ have come into place. 
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Jaime Cardinal Sin Village and the 
Manila North Cemetery 
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Abstract 

This chapter explores the lived manifesta-
tions of a particular spatial inequality in two 
Manila neighbourhoods. Taking the notion 
of the ethics of (un)care as a spatially rein-
forced phenomenon, the chapter argues that 
the living conditions in Jaime Cardinal Sin 
Village and the Manila North Cemetery tell 
a tale of an urban area that cultivates, on one 
hand, a caring environment, and on the other, 
the forgetfulness of a global city. The chapter 
concludes by reflecting on the potential of a 
bottom-up, solidarity-based urban citizenship 
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in navigating spatial inequalities. With state 
recognition and support, this enduring social 
capital offers a pathway towards a kinder form 
of sustainability—one that is shaped and co-
owned by the residents, cognisant of inherent 
interconnectedness. 

Keywords 

City of Manila · ‘Planning of care’ · Care 
ethics · Urban inequalities · Global South 

13.1 Introduction 

The City of Manila is among the world’s densest 
and most overcrowded cities. A highly urbanised 
city in the westernmost portion of the metropolitan 
Manila region, the city hosted more than 1.84 
million inhabitants in 2020. It yielded a gross 
population density of 73,920 persons per square 
kilometre, which is over 200 times the density of 
the Philippine archipelago. 

The persistent growth trend in an already 
burdened city begs the question of its capacity 
to facilitate and maintain inclusive urban living 
conditions. These are said to take form as the 
‘interspersion of slums and enclaves’, where 
affluent and impoverished neighbourhoods are 
located close to each other, but often transacting 
in unequal and stigmatised terms (Garrido 2020).
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The contrasting coexistence of decrepit slums and 
gated communities and high-rises illustrates what 
Florida (2017) describes as the new urban crisis— 
where urbanisation has accelerated a growing 
political and economic divide—albeit at a more 
local, intra-urban scale. Nijman and Wei noted 
a similar trend, arguing that recent information-
based urban economies tend to create ‘new and 
deepening inequalities across multiple dimen-
sions’ in the form of wealth inequality, resi-
dential segregation, housing quality differentia-
tions, and inequitable access to social services 
(2020: 1). These urban trends had already gained 
prominence even a decade earlier, culminating 
in Fainstein’s (2010) framework of a good and 
just city. There she called for urban policies and 
processes predicated on transcendent values of 
equity, diversity, and democracy. She underscored 
the imperative for an urban environment that 
integrates the economically and socio-culturally 
disadvantaged groups of the city (Fainstein 2014). 
Finally, in its most recent iteration, the United 
Nations’ New Urban Agenda (2017) has, once 
again, called upon cities to guarantee the right 
of all its inhabitants to inclusive and non-
discriminatory enjoyment and utilisation of the 
fruits of urban development. 

Against this backdrop, this chapter explores 
the lived implications of inequalities in Manila, 
using as analytical lens the spatialities of care 
and uncare in the city. Drawing from the work of 
Gabauer et al. (2022) it emphasises the fact that 
urban areas are a salient site of the tension between 
caring and uncaring practices among residents and 
state actors. It is in urban environments where 
the need for care ‘emerges forcefully’, and where 
the institutional capacity to fulfil caring practices 
is at the highest (Cohen and Knierbein 2022). 
Similarly, it is in the urban space where geogra-
phies can be extremely uneven, emanating from 
deeply entrenched differentiations along wealth, 
class, race, age, or gender lines. It is also in 
the urban context where there is high suscep-
tibility to an ‘entrepreneurial script’ of space 
production, in which the welfare provisions of 
the government tend to retreat to make way for 
‘neo-liberal capitalist ventures’—privatising and 

thereby commodifying care (Chatzidakis et al. 
2020; Gabauer et al. 2022; Madanipour 2022). 

The first part of this chapter briefly describes 
the notions of socio-spatial inequalities in Manila 
that have long been a problem; the second part 
deals with previous conceptualisations of care 
and uncare as a spatially produced and negotiated 
phenomenon; the third part presents the manifes-
tations of caring and uncaring practices observed 
in two case study neighbourhoods within the city 
of Manila. The chapter concludes with an asser-
tion that local, solidarity-based, caring citizen-
ship—which draws comparison with indigenous 
notions of kapwa and pakikipagkapwa (mutu-
ality and companionship)—could offer a pathway 
to humanise and communally enable sustain-
ability emerging from the smallest units of urban 
management. 

13.2 Inequalities in the City 
of Manila 

In broad terms, economic inequality in cities 
delves into the asymmetric distribution of some 
economic variables among individuals, house-
holds, or groups. Often, the debates as to how 
this could be addressed separate into two perspec-
tives (Núñez and Tartakowsky 2007; Lefranc 
et al. 2008). One is inequality of outcomes, 
which grapples with the issues of resulting 
material wealth and living standards, including 
the differences in the levels of income, nutri-
tional status, or educational attainment; and the 
other is inequality of opportunity, which tackles 
outcome-defining circumstances beyond one’s 
doing, such as availability of employment oppor-
tunities, customs and traditions, and access to 
social services (United Nations Development 
Programme [UNDP] 2013). 

The former tries to alleviate inequality mainly 
through wealth redistribution measures, enabling 
disadvantaged households to acquire goods and 
services that uplift their well-being (UNDP 
2013). Inequality of outcomes are, thus, measured 
through asset-based indices of wealth from 
national surveys, as demonstrated in Molina 
et al. (2013), Palafox et al. (2016), and Palipudi
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et al. (2012). The latter, meanwhile, takes from 
Roemer’s (1998: 4) principle of ‘levelling the 
playing field’ by compensating for exogenous 
circumstances that tend to cripple disadvantaged 
individuals. It echoes Sen’s (2000) view of mate-
rial wealth as the means to pursue the kind of 
life that people value. Inequality of opportuni-
ties, thus, tends to be measured using variables 
such as access to utilities, years of schooling, and 
levels of literacy, as done in McDoom et al. (2019) 
and Reyes et al. (2017). Nonetheless, in practice, 
the two views are inseparable, as outcomes are 
inextricably linked with opportunities, each one 
reinforcing the other (UNDP 2013). Contending 
economic inequality, therefore, should encompass 
these two conceptualisations. 

The works of Garrido (2020), Porio (2016), 
and Shatkin (2008) offer a nuanced under-
standing of inequalities observed in Metro Manila. 
Drawing from ethnographic approaches, Garrido 
(2020) observed that, unlike the American model 
of segregation (comprising isolated areas with 
concentration of minority groups), the one in 
the region evokes an ‘interspersion of slums and 
enclaves’ (p. 3), where affluent and impover-
ished neighbourhoods are located within the same 
vicinity, and where interactions among groups 
exist but in an ‘unequal’ (p. 8) and ‘stigma-
tised’ (p. 11) manner. He also concluded that— 
having been reinforced by the segregating prac-
tices of residents from either side—a sort of 
‘classed spaces’ have emerged, making the resi-
dents mindful of the abstract boundaries in the 
very barangays (i.e. villages, the smallest admin-
istrative unit in the Philippines) they live in 
(Garrido 2018: 444). 

Porio (2016) illustrated Metro Manila’s 
persisting inequalities in terms of access to 
housing. She noted a deepening divide post the 
social reform gains in the early 1990s, attributing 
it to the intensifying real estate development and a 
weak state. She noted that like many Asian cities, 
Metro Manila hosts ‘prosperous spaces’ that sit 
close to impoverished ‘brown spaces’, with the 
former having the state’s sanction on the premise 
of public–private partnerships (Porio 2016: 193). 
This is akin to Ortega’s (2016) observation of 

a gentrification trend in Metro Manila, where 
upscale development initiatives appear to have 
been predicated on the displacement of informal 
households, making cities more exclusive with 
appreciating land values. Porio (2016) also noted 
the region’s susceptibility to natural hazards as 
a confounding variable in the inequality conver-
sation, since these carry uneven consequences, 
especially for the disadvantaged and vulnerable 
communities. 

Shatkin’s (2008) explanation of the roots of 
Metro Manila’s uneven urban development is 
close to the arguments put forward by Porio 
(2016) and Ortega (2016). He argued that there 
is a prevalence of ‘planned privatisation of 
urban and regional planning’ in Metro Manila, 
evidenced by the range of urban infrastructure 
projects initiated by the private sector and sanc-
tioned through partnerships by the government. 
Large property and infrastructure developers 
have a de facto power over how the region’s 
landscape would turn out—and this is anchored 
primarily on building spaces for consumption 
and production (Shatkin 2008: 384). Hence, 
many households are often displaced and relo-
cated to remote provinces, as they happen to live 
under informal tenure along the project’s right-
of-way or within an estate’s perimeter fence. 
An unfortunate outcome of this neo-liberal 
turn is the tendency for the residual residential 
spaces—those that do not yield the highest and 
best use of land—to become ‘forgotten places’ 
(Shatkin 2004). These are usually interstitial 
areas of residence barely recognised by local 
planning agencies who leave them out of the 
formal spatial planning agenda. A participatory 
map of neighbourhoods in Manila, depicted 
in (Fig. 13.1), is an indication of this peculiar 
distribution of settlements.

13.2.1 (Un)Caring Practices 
as a Manifestation 
of Urban Inequalities 

(Un)caring practices in urban areas can be seen as 
a physical and lived manifestation of a city’s state
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Fig. 13.1 Neighbourhoods in Manila based on a participatory mapping. Source Authors

of (in)equality. As Tronto (2015) has remarked, 
only in a ‘truly equal and inclusive society’ could 
residents be ‘well cared for’ and, at the same time, 
be able to ‘engage in [meaningful] and caring 
relationships’. 

13.2.1.1 Caring and Social 
Citizenship 

Caring, in its barest sense, can refer to one’s 
provision of the needs of another, which 
normally emanates from a degree of concern 

or proximity. It manifests most commonly at an 
intimate level within and among one’s closer 
ties, where acts of kindness can be readily 
fostered out of sympathy. Despite its personal 
nature, the concept of caring could also tran-
scend to the level of communities and be seen as 
‘a public and political responsibility’ (Gabauer 
et al. 2022). In her seminal work, Tronto (1993) 
presented a collective notion of care as a ‘species 
activity’— something that makes people distinc-
tively human—which encompasses ‘everything
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that [people] do to maintain, continue, and repair 
our world’. Such acts envision an ideal quality 
of life, where all beings could ‘live as well as 
possible’. Any pluralistic society to endure and 
thrive, she argued, must embrace the notion of 
interdependence, in which people recognise their 
mutual responsibilities for each other (Tronto 
1993). With this, they go beyond inward and 
rational choices and strive to become relational 
and moral agents who willingly give and receive 
care—fostering social bonds that could sustain 
communities (Trogal and Viderman 2022). 
When people are interdependent, they embrace 
a worldview of ‘being-in-common’, where they 
see themselves as reliant and heavily dependent 
on their social relations (in common) with others 
(Gabauer et al. 2022; McKinnon et al. 2022). 

To operationalise the concept, Tronto (2013) 
put forward four phases underlying the practice 
of caring. It begins with ‘caring about’, which 
involves a sensing of needs—of being atten-
tive to the demands of those who require care. 
This entails recognising and intently listening 
to both ‘articulated and unspoken needs’ among 
stakeholders. Secondly, ‘caring for’ takes place, 
which encompasses the decision to respond 
to a caring need. At this phase, there must 
be a mobilisation of all resources and compe-
tencies required to perform the act of caring. 
Eventually, ‘care giving’ is carried out, during 
which the tangible act of caring is performed 
on the ground. All initiatives are implemented, 
and needs are acted upon during this stage. 
Finally, being a mutual act, caring ends with 
‘care receiving’, where the stakeholder-cum-
care receiver responds to the act. This giving of 
feedback is two-pronged: first, it must affirm if 
the needs have been adequately met, and second, 
it must also indicate whether a new array of 
demands took form and must be addressed once 
again. 

Caring, therefore, could be summarised as 
taking three different but interrelated forms. One, 
it is a kind of ‘labour’ associated with ‘physical 
care giving’ that could be done by one person 
for another. Two, it could refer to the interactions 
and the ‘reciprocal relationship’ between people 
who have given and received care. And three, it 

may account for an ‘ethic-of-care’, where indi-
viduals recognise a shared sense of vulnerability 
and consequently embrace a mutual responsibility 
to act in a caring manner. 

13.2.1.2 An Uncaring Turn? 
With all the positive connotations of care, the lack 
of it could be detrimental to a city. ‘Uncaring 
conditions’, conceptualised as neglectful social 
practices that result in a deficient common envi-
ronment, could manifest in various forms. It could 
be in a degradation of free and shared spaces, 
such as when the state ‘disinvests’ in social infras-
tructure like public libraries and open parks, or it 
could be in the persistence of a lack of adequate 
and affordable in-city housing upon which many 
vulnerable residents have come to rely (Gabauer 
et al. 2022; Katz  2008). The material conditions 
within an area, thus, are a strong manifestation of 
an area’s prevailing (un)caring ethic. The resulting 
environment could correct, re-produce, or exac-
erbate the level of (un)care expressed on space, 
impacting how residents and state actors would 
relate and interact with each other. 

This uncaring turn arises when the value that 
underpins caring—a mutual recognition of shared 
vulnerabilities and interconnectedness—comes to 
be ignored by most people. Here, the ‘care of 
the self’ becomes the primary mode of navi-
gating urban life, with the state ‘dismantling’ 
its provisions in favour of a ‘neo-liberal and 
entrepreneurial script’ of dealing with societal 
needs (Dilts 2011; Gabauer et al. 2022). This leads 
toan‘uncaringclimate’feltmost intenselybythose 
who depend on the government’s welfare provi-
sions (Gabauer et al. 2022). Those who fail to fend 
for themselves are then accused of free riding for 
excessively relying on social safety nets without 
much contribution. This notion, then, reinforces 
a level of callousness to others’ plight, rendering 
an uncaring attitude acceptable and even quite 
reasonable for residents who are relatively more 
self-sustaining (Chatzidakis et al. 2020).
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13.3 Methodology 

To better understand the manifestations of 
(un)equal care in urban areas, this chapter 
focused on two neighbourhoods within the city 
of Manila: the Jaime Cardinal Sin Village (JCSV) 
in the district of Santa Ana, and the settlements 
within Manila North Cemetery (MNC) in Santa 
Cruz. The two areas were purposively selected 
following a series of neighbourhood focus groups 
among a sample of Manila’s barangays conducted 
between 2019 and 2020. The following character-
istics were considered: transition to tenurial secu-
rity (or the lack of it), presence (or absence) of 
a recognised neighbourhood association, history 
of internal migration and neighbourhood devel-
opment, varying physical conditions of the built 
environment, formal access (and lack of access) 
to basic utilities, and the diversity and perceived 
stigmatisation felt in the neighbourhoods. With 
the recommendation of focal persons and respon-
dents at both city and sub-city levels, validated 
by the field observations of researchers, the two 
areas were found to illustrate the contrasting 
and varying tendencies for caring and uncaring 
urban practices. They are seen as particular cases 
of spatial inequality in Manila, where, on one 
hand, the city could be reasonably compassionate, 
humane, and caring, and on the other, tends to 
exhibit ‘forgetful’ and uncaring practices. 

Such a granular approach is guided by Gabauer 
et al.’s (2022) position that the ‘micro-research 
of lived space’ is best suited in characterising 
the quality of ‘(un)caring encounters’ among 
strangers in a city (Cohen and Knierbein 2022). 
It is at this scale where residents would gener-
ally develop a sense of place—where they get to 
form personal meanings about the city—as they 
experience the interface between domestic affairs 
and shared affordances and live with the relational 
dimensions of (in)equality cultivated in everyday 
interactions. 

The audit of neighbourhood conditions was 
carried out in 2019. This is part of a four-year 
research carried out under the Centre for Sustain-
able, Healthy, and Learning Cities and Neigh-
bourhoods (SHLC). The work for the Philip-
pines covered twelve neighbourhoods in the city 

of Manila and ten neighbourhoods in Batangas 
city. The primary aim was to uncover differen-
tiations on the level of sustainability and satis-
faction experienced within and among the neigh-
bourhoods in both cities. Aspects such as local 
demography, economic opportunities, housing 
and tenure, health and education services, condi-
tion of local utilities and infrastructure, and the 
role of governance actors were highlighted as indi-
cations of an area’s general liveability. It is argued 
here that the similar yet diverging urban living 
conditions between the two case study neigh-
bourhoods are strong illustrations of caring and 
uncaring attitudes within a city. 

A series of qualitative data collection 
approaches were conducted for the study, namely, 
a participatory mapping of neighbourhoods, 
resident-led walking interviews, photo-elicitation 
focus groups, site observations and field works, 
and a review of land use plan and other local 
documents. The data was mostly transcripts 
of interviews and focus groups, videos and 
photographs shared by locals (related to their idea 
of their neighbourhood’s sustainability), spatial 
field notes in the .kmz format, and segments of offi-
cial documents deemed as salient to the research 
aim. These were analysed thematically through 
three stages of coding, beginning with structural 
coding to determine data segments for analysis, 
concept coding to process broad themes as they 
appear, and in vivo coding to capture neighbour-
hood nuances expressed by the residents. To guide 
the interpretation of results, the framework of 
caring and uncaring cities as well as the notions 
of inequality and segregation observed in Metro 
Manila were used and operationalised. 

13.4 Neighbourhoods 
of (Un)Care: Living in Jaime 
Cardinal Sin Village 
and Manila North Cemetery 

Taking the notion of the ethic of (un)care as a 
spatially produced and reinforced phenomenon, 
this work argues that the contrasting yet 
profoundly similar neighbourhood conditions in 
JCSV and MNC tell a tale of a capital city
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that cultivates, on one hand, a compassionate, 
humane, and caring environment, and on the other, 
a highly urban, global city that could be forgetful, 
restraining, and uncaring. 

13.4.1 Jaime Cardinal Sin Village 

Jaime Cardinal Sin Village (JCSV) is a 1.66-
hectare medium-rise socialised housing estate, 
located at the lower eastern side of Manila, 
home to more than 980 households. The village 
comprises two adjoining residential complexes: 
one is a compound of three-storeyed buildings 
inhabited by about 250 families, built on their 
sweat equity with support of a church-based civil 
society organisation, Serviam Foundation; the 
other is a compound of five-storeyed residential 
tenements, hosting at least 728 families, built by 
a contractor for the government’s relocation of 
informal dwellers along the banks of the Pasig 
River, through then Pasig River Rehabilitation 
Commission (PRRC). The two compounds sit on 
the property acquired by the Serviam Foundation, 
which is utilised following the terms of a 50-year 
usufruct agreement signed in 2005 with the PRRC. 
The estate is a case of in-city socialised housing 
initiative for lower middle to low-income fami-
lies conceived, financed, and enabled by a church-
based civil society organisation and an agency of 
the national government. 

The tenure of residents living in the village 
can be considered formal. They pay a mortgage 
with minimal amortisation to the PRRC. Fees and 
charges (butaw, a term for membership fee) are 
also collected to facilitate access to utilities such 
as electricity, water supply, and wastewater treat-
ment, and to undertake minor repairs and mainte-
nance. The fund is being administered, in part, 
by the recognised homeowners’ association in 
the village, the JCSV Kapitbahayan Incorporated. 
Following the terms of the usufruct agreement, the 
responsibility for major repairs, improvements, 
and maintenance works lies with the PRRC. With 
its decommissioning in 2019, however, the role 
has been in limbo, with two national govern-
ment agencies—the Department of Environment 
and Natural Resources and the Department of 

Human Settlements and Urban Development— 
discussing, as of writing, the turnover of state 
duties and responsibilities over JCSV (Figs. 13.2, 
13.3 and 13.4).

While already showing signs of age, the 
village’s built environment is decent relative to 
other affordable housing in the capital city. The 
units are mostly of studio configuration, with 
some families having to incrementally construct 
partition walls and frontage improvements. The 
floor area ranges from 21 to 28 m2, which is 
larger than the country’s legal minimum floor area 
requirement for socialised housing. 

Being an in-city relocation site, the area has 
ample access to neighbourhood and metropolitan 
facilities. The village is 3.3 kms from the Manila 
City Hall and is located close to secondary and 
tertiary health care facilities. Within the estate, 
there are also commercial units with services that 
range from a carinderia (eateries), a sari-sari 
store (sundry store), a computer and printing shop, 
a pharmacy, a laundromat, and a water refilling 
station. The site also hosts a basketball court, 
doubling as a multi-purpose hall for all public 
events, and a materials recovery facility meant for 
the village’s solid waste management. Access to 
the property is regulated, with volunteer security 
staff manning the gate. 

In general, households in the village can be 
grouped into two: those who were relocated by 
PRRC, and those who are beneficiaries endorsed 
by Serviam Foundation. The former belong to the 
families displaced by the rehabilitation initiative 
of the banks of Pasig River, while the latter are 
mostly indigent church members who were given 
dwelling units on the condition that they volunteer 
in the construction, and they maintain ties with 
the church. Both groups, nonetheless, are internal 
migrants, as most of them have lived outside Santa 
Ana, and even of Manila (Table 13.1).

Occasionally, conflicts arise between the two 
groups. A strong indication of this is the coex-
istence of two—at times, competing—neigh-
bourhood associations in the village: (a) the 
JCSV Kapitbahayan Incorporated, the recognised 
village association formed following the agree-
ment between Serviam Foundation and PRRC, 
and (b) the Dike Side Organisation of Punta
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Fig. 13.2 A neighbourhood map of Jaime Cardinal Sin Village. Source Authors

(DSOP), the previous association of the bene-
ficiaries living along Pasig River before their 
relocation to JCSV. Common issues include the 
cleanliness of unit frontage and communal areas, 
payment of dues, neighbourly conduct of resi-
dents, allegation of petty crimes, and overall 
concern on safety and security. There are also 
instances where members are stigmatised by other 
groups (mga taga-likod or those who live at the 
back, referring to PRRC’s residential tenement 
beneficiaries), labelling some as having a pecu-
liar way of living and relating with others (iba 
ang ugali). Nonetheless, the differences are often 
resolved amicably through formal and informal 
grievance mechanisms and, at times, with the 
intervention of the estate management of the 
church. 

13.4.2 Manila North Cemetery 

The Manila North Cemetery is a 54-hectare public 
burial ground located at the very northeastern 
portion of the city of Manila. It cuts across 
several barangays and is managed and operated 
by the city government of Manila through the 
Manila Health Department and the Manila North 
Cemetery Administration. 

Many of today’s Manila North Cemetery 
inhabitants trace their residency to makeshift and 
modular homes inherited from two to three earlier 
generations. The earliest wave of settlers, it was 
told, emerged in the late 1950s, following the 
stabilisation of the capital city after the Second 
World War (Billing 2018). When affairs went back 
to normal, the cemetery had its usual regional
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Fig. 13.3 A view of the JCSV tenements supported by the PRRC and the Serviam Foundation 

Fig. 13.4 A view of the  Paroky ng Ina ng Laging Saklolo at the centre of JCSV. Photo by: Rhay Daniel R. Racoma
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Table 13.1 (Un)caring urban conditions in Jaime Cardinal Sin Village 

Phases of caring 
(Tronto 2013) 

Jaime Cardinal Sin Village 

Caring about 
‘Paying attention to the need for caring, which requires 
listening to articulated needs, recognising unspoken 
needs, and distinguishing among and deciding which 
needs to care about’ 

• Residents, within each complex, have developed good 
rapport (palagayang-loob) for having been together 
before and after their relocation; some have become 
close friends and have fostered older sibling ties and 
elderly reverence by affinity (si nanay, mga kuya at ate) 

• Building coordinators, who are also residents, have 
become the immediate mediator, voice for complaints 
and interests among unit dwellers, and regulation 
enforcers 

• Regular general assemblies are held among residents 
where major decisions and disputes are discussed and 
resolved 

Caring for 
‘Someone assumes the responsibility to meet a need, to 
organise and marshal resources and personnel for the act 
of care giving’ 

• By a usufruct agreement, the Pasig River Rehabilitation 
Commission (PRRC), an agency created in 1999, 
assumed responsibility for the relocation of dwellers 
and the construction and maintenance of the socialised 
tenements; the PRRC, however, was decommissioned 
in 2019 and its responsibilities are the subject of an 
ongoing turnover discussion between two government 
agencies 

• The recognised neighbourhood association, JCSV 
Kapitbahayan Inc., serves as the official means of 
carrying out neighbourhood initiatives and regulation; 
they collect fees (butaw, a term for membership fee) for 
minor repairs, amenity improvements (such as the 
installation of CCTVs), and maintenance of the 
cleanliness of the estate 

• Serviam Foundation, through its JCSV estate manager, 
provides, in its initiative, moral and spiritual 
counselling, conflict mediation, and household 
development support 

Care giving 
Deployment, the actual act of caring, with all the 
‘knowledge and moral competencies’ required, 
‘individuals and organisations performing the caring 
tasks’ 

Care receiving 
‘Response by the care receiver is given, indicating 
whether the needs have been met or not’, and suggesting 
whether the addressed needs have produced a new set of 
demands to look after 

• Residents acknowledge care by abiding by the 
regulations set by the administration, clinging to the 
notion that those would lead to the village’s common 
good 

• In instances where the residents are divided on a 
regulation, certain groups can be slightly belligerent, 
opposing, for instance, by refusing to pay new fees and 
charges, by voicing out complaints to the building 
coordinators, or by outright criticism of the regulation 
during general assemblies 

Source Authors, 2021

clientele. Hiring sepulturero (the private and 
independent contractors who construct, maintain, 
and secure tombs and mausoleums) increasingly 
became commonplace. Many of them resided in 
informal dwelling units close to, or along the 
peripheries of the cemetery. 

Eventually, as trust was fostered, the families 
of the departed began allowing the regular care-
takers to stay in the mausoleums. For the sepul-
turero, this had the advantage of living close to 
livelihood opportunities and metropolitan services 
with minimal to no rent. The owners, meanwhile, 
had a guarantee of localised security and regular 
upkeep of their departed’s burial plots. As the
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Fig. 13.5 A neighbourhood map of Manila North Cemetery. Source: Authors 

families of the caretakers embraced the place 
they were given, they began making incremental 
housing improvements, normally with consent 
of the owner. They began installing improvised 
housing components made of makeshift mate-
rials, such as an extended canopy, a do-it-yourself 
clothesline, modular dining table extensions, and 
even foldable sari-sari store improvements—all 
to be dismantled annually in November during 
undas, the All-Saints’ Day, as the owner’s family 
visits the resting place. 

Within the cemetery, one could observe a 
tendency among residents to stratify along four 
classes. Each class exhibits distinctive socio-
economic characteristics, housing typologies, and 
migratory histories. For this chapter, they are 
described as follows: the ‘generationals’, born 

and raised inside the cemetery and whose resi-
dential identity dates back to ancestors who were 
early mausoleum caretakers; the ‘formals’, rela-
tively well-to-do dwellers who have acquired 
subdivided titles of the plots of their departed 
and have decided to retrofit the mausoleums to 
include a living quarters; the ‘renting migrants’, 
those dwellers working in nearby establishments, 
paying rent for bed space to take advantage of the 
cemetery’s urban proximity; and the ‘relocatees’, 
or those who have been displaced by government 
clearing operations and have opted to reside within 
cemetery grounds, usually referred to by residents 
as mga dayo (outsiders or newcomers) and often 
stigmatised as ‘squatters within a squatters’ area’ 
(Figs. 13.5, 13.6 and 13.7).

An inevitable outcome of the cemetery’s 
dwelling arrangement is the precarity of tenure.
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Fig. 13.6 Frontage of Mausoleum-cum-residential strip 

Fig. 13.7 A basketball court within the cemetery

Despite estimates of about 8000–10,000 inhab-
itants, the city government has always refused 
formal recognition of the dwellers in the ceme-
tery (Dakudao 1998). Residents tend to experi-
ence perennial stigmatisation due to their address, 
being derogatorily referred to as mga taga-loob 
(those living inside a public cemetery). Nearby 
barangays have taken steps such as adopting 

villages, to provide primary support services, but 
these have remained intermittent and unofficial. 
Unlike the set-up in JCSV, there is also no formal 
organisation representing the interests of the resi-
dents. They are mostly self-correcting, with most 
minor conflicts having to be resolved among them-
selves, by familiarity and affinity, without formal 
mediation (Table 13.2).
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Table 13.2 (Un)caring urban conditions in the settlements within Manila North Cemetery 

Phases of caring 
(Tronto 2013) 

Manila North Cemetery 

Caring about 
‘Paying attention to the need for caring, which requires 
listening to articulated needs, recognising unspoken 
needs, and distinguishing among and deciding which 
needs to care about’ 

• Residents take responsibility over their affairs, as there 
is no recognised neighbourhood association formally 
representing their interests 

• They coalesce, self-regulate, and take shared initiatives 
among each other based on blood ties, affinity, and 
familiarity (e.g. living close to each other, or their 
migration is under the same circumstances), or by 
hustle networks (i.e. ‘colleagues’ in independent 
contracting, such as a circle of mason workers, 
pallbearers or buhat boys, and tomb caretakers) 

Caring for 
‘Someone assumes the responsibility to meet a need, to 
organise and marshal resources and personnel for the act 
of care giving’ 

• Manila North Cemetery Administration has 
responsibility for the management and upkeep of 
cemetery grounds, which entails setting and 
promulgating cemetery regulations, performing 
maintenance works on road and utility infrastructure, 
and providing janitorial, solid waste management, and 
perimeter security services in the communal areas—all 
these being done without recognition of the settlements 
inside 

• Chapters of people’s organisations and socio-civic 
fraternities are active in clean-up operations and the 
promotion of public order inside the cemetery, 
particularly in inner areas where there is crowding of 
settlements 

• Barangays near the cemetery have ‘adopted’ parts of 
the cemetery settlements, through which aid is given in 
the form of food and grocery packs, and services such 
as the conduct of outreach health and well-being 
programmes; major disputes can also be mediated at 
the level of the barangay through the Katarungang 
Pambarangay (Barangay Justice System) 

Care giving 
Deployment, the actual act of caring, with all the 
‘knowledge and moral competencies’. required, 
‘individuals and organisations performing the caring 
tasks’ 

Care receiving 
‘Response by the care receiver is given, indicating 
whether the needs have been met or not’, and suggesting 
whether the addressed needs have produced a new set of 
demands to look after 

• Residents welcome and receive any aid or assistance 
extended to them by the barangays, civil society, or the 
private sector, be it for the long term or only for 
immediate needs 

• Informal self-help acts and solidarity-based practices, 
with residents building incrementally to address any 
gap in care 

Source Authors, 2021 

While some households are willing and able 
to pay, access to basic utilities has remained 
informal. For instance, to survive, most resi-
dents access electricity either through sub-
metered consumption, self-generation (e.g. cheap, 
small-scale solar-powered lights), or by inge-
nious or even borderline extra-legal means (e.g. 
‘spiderman’ connections, with dense wires resem-
bling web slings). Water supply, meanwhile, is 

enabled through deep well pumps inside the ceme-
tery, now prohibited in Manila, and through do-it-
yourself taps on cemetery water lines. Outsiders 
and other residents get to deliver and sell the water, 
by gallon, on wooden carts. 

As some residents have secured a de facto 
permission from plot owners to stay, the city 
government might find eviction politically chal-
lenging. The void in basic services, therefore, 
could be seen as a deliberate, yet subtle form of 
neglect intended to nudge the dwellers towards
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leaving their informal homes. With residents 
recognising the precarity of their tenure, they 
would rather build incrementally from their 
resources, to address any gap in care (e.g. 
modular improvements in the dwelling units, 
ingenious ways of accessing basic utilities and 
services) rather than expect and demand an 
institutionalised form of care from state agents. 
Many of them would navigate the precarity 
and uncertainty in a cautious, adaptive, and 
self-organising manner. 

13.4.3 ‘Planning of Care’ 
to Navigate Spatial 
Inequalities in Manila’s 
Neighbourhoods 

The foregoing discussion serves as a backdrop 
for planning cities with kindness at their core. 
The work of Jon  (2020) is instructive in oper-
ationalising a planning of care towards a post-
pandemic future. The most progressive iteration 
of planning, it suggests, is one that acknowledges 
the precarity of individualism. It embraces an 
‘outpouring of empathy’ and recognises the ‘self-
insufficiency’ and shared vulnerability of each 
other. Here, spaces ought to be designed and culti-
vated on the logic of caring and kindness towards 
each other, without regard to one’s class, race, 
age, or identity (i.e. acting with a ‘veil of igno-
rance’, being unmindful of one’s background). 
More importantly, this logic of allocating and 
consuming spaces must also be cognisant of the 
well-being of ‘nonhuman others’ that coexist with 
human systems (Jon 2020). 

Faint as it may seem, a bottom-up, solidarity-
based, and empathy-enabled manner of urban 
citizenship was palpable in the two neighbour-
hoods—akin to Jon’s (2020) planning of care. 
It draws comparison with indigenous notions of 
kapwa and pakikipagkapwa, which, in Filipino 
social psychology, refer to a ‘oneness of self 
and others’, having recognised a ‘shared identity’ 
(Enriquez 1978). These position one to empathise 
and toil with the other, extending acts of caring 
not on a pedestal but as equal beings. Bankoff 

(2007) has observed the same, arguing that, when 
faced with common hardship, the most vulner-
able tend to exhibit a powerful sense of social 
capital. These self-help acts, he said, are morally 
enforced through reciprocation ‘in due measure, at 
an appropriate time’ (Bankoff 2007). This allows 
trust among informal ties to be fostered, culti-
vating an environment of mutual reliance. All this 
is taking place even without formal recognition or 
institutionalisation. 

13.4.4 Preconditions 
of a Grassroots 
and Place-Based Caring 
Ethic 

Reflectingonbothneighbourhoods, fourprecondi-
tions appear to lay the foundation for a grassroots 
and place-based caring ethic. The first precondi-
tion is of economy and practicality. The settle-
ment must fend for the people’s needs. It should 
afford basic services and facilities and must be 
within proximity to livelihood opportunities. Resi-
dents tend to stay, with little regard to the quality of 
spaces, so long as they have access to nearby public 
schools and health care facilities, reliable utility 
infrastructure, and places of work at a lower rent. 
Second, the community residents require social 
familiarity and place embeddedness. They need 
time to establish good rapport (nakapalagayang-
loob) and familiarise themselves with the usual 
ways and routines (gawi) of their neighbours. They 
also require a period of acclimatisation with the 
physical space,allowingthemtoexperience, incre-
mentally personalise, and cultivate a strong attach-
ment to the settlement. The third precondition is 
the imperative for shared toiling and thriving, an 
emergent outcome of the first two preconditions. 
Having spent decades together, residents tend to 
trust and mutually rely on each other, tempered by 
coping (damayan) with shared urban challenges 
and triumphs and labouring for the other in times of 
need(bayanihan).Finally, thepresenceofacontin-
uously caring leadership remains integral to a 
caringneighbourhoodethic.Manyresidents revere 
a village leader (pangulo) as a selfless and prox-
imate authority figure, one who empathises with
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their backyard toils. The pangulo is often influ-
ential enough to get things done, address needs, 
resolve disputes, and enable neighbourhood trans-
formation that is tangible and proximate. 

13.5 Conclusion 

Manila was the focus of this work, where inter-
stitial and relational segregation has long been 
observed, and where marginalised areas tend to 
become forgotten places. Like most global cities, 
it tends to prioritise the highest and best use of 
land, as it operates in an already overcrowded 
neo-liberal planning environment (Garrido 2020; 
Ortega 2016; Shatkin 2004). 

Drawing from this broader notion of inequal-
ities in Manila, this study dwells deeper into a 
particular form of spatial inequality that appar-
ently transpires between and among sub-city 
areas. It is one where residents of different 
neighbourhoods tend to experience caring and 
uncaring urban practices in a differentiated and 
arguably unequal manner. On one hand, the city 
can afford a reasonably compassionate, humane, 
and caring environment, while on the other, the 
city can assume a global and neo-liberal position, 
where it could be forgetful, restraining, and ulti-
mately uncaring especially towards informality. 

Patterns and expressions of what Tronto 
(2013) describes as an ‘ethic of care’, and what 
these imply in how spatial inequality becomes 
manifest and diverges at micro-scale, were 
explored in two Manila neighbourhoods. The 
first case study is Jaime Cardinal Sin Village 
(JCSV), an in-city socialised housing initiative 
for the families affected by the clearing of the 
banks of Pasig River. JCSV was conceived, 
financed, and enabled by an agency of the 
national government and a church-based civil 
society organisation and is now maintained 
through a neighbourhood association assem-
bled and governed by the residents themselves. 
While the arrangement is not without issues and 
conflicts, the estate provides a sound and doable 
model and could be described as an expression 
of an urban caring ethic. The other case explores 

the settlement in Manila North Cemetery, which, 
despite the absence of any formal state recog-
nition, has grown and matured to host several 
thousand dwellers over at least six decades. To 
access basic utilities and services, the cemetery 
neighbourhood has relied on informal self-help 
acts and solidarity-based practices and the occa-
sional aid rendered by adopting barangays. 
Worsening this are the petty but recurring 
acts of stigmatisation felt in daily encounters, 
reminding the residents of their precarious and 
meagre place in the highly urban capital city. 

The above organic caring ethic manifesta-
tions—backed with a governance framework that 
embraces a community’s ‘being-in-common’ and 
inherent interconnectedness—offers a mode of 
citizenship that could humanise urban living. An 
outcome of self-organising behaviour, it brings 
forward a kinder form of sustainability: one that 
is shaped and co-owned by residents at the local 
level. It has strong potential to inspire and trans-
form practices at higher governance levels as 
cities confront a more uncertain and precarious 
future. 
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Abstract 

This chapter analyses the income, employ-
ment, and housing conditions of residents 
covered in the SHLC Household Survey 
conducted across various neighbourhoods 
in 14 Asian and African cities. The anal-
ysis provides comparative insights into 
neighbourhood-level inequalities in the Global 
South. While continental or subcontinental 
differences are limited, significant variations 
in inequality are evident at the country and city 
levels. The findings reveal serious inequality 
across neighbourhoods, with neighbourhood 
wealth emerging as a critical catalyst. This 
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intriguing micro-level data underscores the 
importance of neighbourhoods in under-
standing the various dynamics of rapidly 
growing cities in the Global South. 

Keywords 

Housing · Employment · Inequalities ·
Income · Neighbourhoods 

14.1 Introduction 

Earlier chapters focus on specific subjects of 
economic, social, or environmental significance 
that determine socio-spatial inequality in coun-
tries or cities of Africa and Asia. This final chapter 
builds on previous discussions which empha-
sised the impact of income and wealth distribu-
tion on urban poverty and inequality. It utilises 
the analysis of a large survey undertaken to 
focus on the interplay of income, employment, 
and housing inequalities in the Global South. It 
aims to comprehensively understand the intri-
cate relationships between housing and income/ 
employment inequalities at the neighbourhood 
level across various Asian and African cities. By 
delving into the disparities in different neighbour-
hoods, it seeks to uncover how these two forms of 
inequality (housing and income levels) intersect 
and reinforce each other. The findings from this 
study are instrumental in informing the develop-
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ment of targeted strategies to foster inclusive and 
resilient urban environments. Understanding the 
specific dynamics of housing and income inequal-
ities at a granular neighbourhood level directs the 
proposal of tailored interventions that address the 
unique challenges faced by different communi-
ties. These insights, on the one hand, contribute to 
the academic discourse on urban inequality and, 
on the other hand, offer guidance to policymakers, 
urban planners, and community leaders striving to 
build cities that focus on equitable and sustainable 
neighbourhoods. 

The chapter commences with a literature 
review, establishing the analytical framework. 
Subsequently, case studies, data, and variables are 
studied, followed by initial inequality compar-
isons related to income and employment before 
shifting the focus to housing. The subsequent 
section explores the intricate relationship between 
these factors, revealing the multifaceted interplay 
of different inequalities. Finally, the conclusion 
brings the findings together and highlights the 
main differences between neighbourhoods, cities, 
and countries. 

14.2 Inequality 
and Neighbourhoods: 
Conceptual Justification 

Over the past 25 years, income inequality between 
countries has declined, yet within countries it has 
increased (United Nations 2020). Today, 71% of 
the world’s population resides in countries grap-
pling with widening inequalities. This alarming 
trend is underscored by the fact that only 26 of the 
world’s wealthiest individuals hold wealth equiv-
alent to half the global population (United Nations 
2020). Fuelled by social phenomena, inequali-
ties can become so pronounced that they catalyse 
citywide or national inequality (Khondker 2011; 
Otsuka and Yamano 2005). The most promi-
nent disparities emerge in the Global South, 
where regional statistics reveal growing inequality 
concerns (UN-Habitat 2022; UNDESA 2020). 
In 2022, the share of the top 10% clusters in 
Africa, East Asia, and South Asia accounted for 

approximately 53%, 45%, and 54% of the total 
national income, respectively, according to the 
World Inequality Database. For the Global South, 
providing essential services—such as housing, 
employment opportunities, and reliable income— 
in an equitable manner becomes increasingly 
complex. 

Income inequality and socio-economic segre-
gation negatively impact health, well-being, and 
sustainability (Wilkinson 2020, Wilkinson and 
Pickett 2022; Patel et al. 2018). Numerous 
studies highlight their adverse effects on educa-
tional attainment, economic growth, social cohe-
sion, and social mobility (Pryce 2021). Income 
inequality leads to spatial segregation between 
the rich and poor. As income inequality widens, 
those on the top opt for wealthy neighbourhoods 
with higher values of residence and better living 
conditions. Over time, properties appreciate, and 
the gap further deepens. On the contrary, low-
income households tend to concentrate in the less 
desirable neighbourhoods. In this way, income 
inequality perpetuates segregation and inequality 
in housing and the built environment. 

In the realm of policy discourse, the clarion call 
for cross-border collaboration reverberates promi-
nently. However, amidst the chorus, a perplexing 
ambiguity persists regarding the spatial bound-
aries of inequality. Current equity planning liter-
ature urges a ‘Southern’ vocabulary to address 
these growing inequalities. Since inequalities 
are observed globally, regionally, and nation-
ally, there are frequent calls in international 
policies to focus on different geographic levels. 
Some scholars advocate supra-national perspec-
tives, weaving together continental threads of 
inequality, while others scrutinise national-level 
dynamics, revealing stark variations within coun-
tries (Khondker 2011; Otsuka and Yamano 2005; 
Spiegel 2012). However, understanding inequality 
at the sub-city level is essential for creating 
compelling, equitable, and sustainable urban poli-
cies. It allows the precise identification of needs, 
targeted resource allocation, and the development 
of tailored interventions that address the specific 
challenges faced by different communities and 
ultimately lead to inclusive and resilient cities.
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The existing literature offers numerous 
examples demonstrating how neighbourhoods 
within cities experience unequal distribu-
tion of resources across different parts of 
the world (Duroudier 2014; Feitosa et al. 
2007; Reardon and O’Sullivan 2004; John-
ston et al. 2007). These divisions may result 
from power dynamics, political processes, or 
exclusionary planning and development (Talen 
2018; Marcińczak et al. 2013). Income dispar-
ities significantly influence residents’ choices, 
with financially advantaged citizens having 
preferences for specific neighbourhoods over 
low-earning families (Harvey 1989; Hulchansky 
2010; Tammaru et al. 2020). Neighbourhoods 
are small but vital to understanding inequalities 
in fast-urbanising cities (Sowgat and Roy 2022). 
Although the neighbourhood is a fundamental 
unit of analysis for understanding this issue, only 
a few studies in the Southern context explicitly 
address the role of neighbourhood wealth in 
creating such inequality (Sowgat and Roy 2022). 
While scholarly works on European cities indi-
cate increasing neighbourhood inequalities 
between high- and low-income groups (Fujita 
2016; van  Ham et al.  2020; Tammaru et al. 
2014), similar investigations remain limited for 
cities in the Global South. 

Urban inequality is multi-dimensional and 
complex, manifesting in economic, social, and 
spatial dimensions (UN-Habitat 2022). Inequality 
is characterised by unequal access to income 
and wealth, urban services and infrastruc-
tures, housing and environmental burdens. 
Current urban development patterns, driven by 
massive capital accumulation, commodification 
and privatisation of urban services, exacerbate 
these disparities (Bandauko et al. 2022). The 
specific nature of production and consumption of 
urban spaces (e.g. gated communities) contribute 
to inequalities massively as affluent households 
cluster in wealthy neighbourhoods while poor 
households are concentrated in others. The former 
group enjoys far better services compared to 
the latter. Therefore, inequality is closely asso-
ciated with wealth. Income is widely used in 
Western and Southern literature to determine 

contrasting inequality (Alvaredo et al. 2018). 
Income disparities can lead to distinct residen-
tial patterns, intensifying differences in housing 
quality (Patel et al. 2018; Pryce 2021; Bhorat 
et al. 2014). In large American metropolitan areas, 
Dong (2018) provides empirical evidence that 
increasing income inequality has worsened rental 
affordability for low-income tenant households. 
Chen (2016) uses the case study of Guangzhou 
to demonstrate that income, among other factors, 
is positively correlated with home ownership 
among the ‘native plebian’ class—a sub-group 
positioned between urban elites and lower masses. 
So, within cities, certain socio-economic groups 
can achieve home ownership more readily than 
others, reflecting broader socio-economic stratifi-
cations. In Sweden, where housing wealth consti-
tutes the most significant component of house-
hold wealth, Wind and Hedman (2018) reveal 
that high-income households experience higher 
capital gains from housing, while migrants see 
lower gains. Income inequality leads to spatial 
segregation between the rich and the poor and 
as it widens, those on the top opt for wealthy 
neighbourhoods with higher values of residence 
and better living conditions. Over time, properties 
appreciate, and the gap further deepens. On the 
other end, low-income households concentrate in 
the least desirable neighbourhoods. In this way, 
wealth inequality contributes to prevailing segre-
gation and inequality in housing and the built envi-
ronment. The findings in this SHLC study reveal 
that many people in the selected cities operate 
outside the formal income and tax systems. As 
a result, they often struggle to identify their exact 
income. With no national data on income at the 
household level, this fact could give a misleading 
measure of income data. Three alternative vari-
ables have therefore been used to address this 
problem. The usable income information includes 
data of perceived hardship or ability to main-
tain families with the income received. Employ-
ment patterns have been used to recognise current 
engagement in economic activities which reflect 
economic status. A random adult member of each 
household was interviewed about their employ-
ment status and since the primary earner was
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not targeted, this approach provides an approxi-
mate picture of the household’s economic situa-
tion. Since engagement in formal employment is 
seen to be an indicator in recent inequality studies 
(Sassen 2013; Van  Ham et al.  2020), this aspect 
has also been highlighted. 

Household-level inequality often refers to 
disparities in access to quantity and quality of 
housing based on household economic status or 
ethnicity (Aizawa et al. 2020; Munir et al. 2022). 
In developed countries, particularly in the United 
States and Western Europe, research emphasises 
home ownership rates (Farahi and Jiao 2024). 
These studies often highlight how income and 
racial disparities affect the ability to purchase 
homes (Wu et al. 2019), leading to significant 
differences in wealth accumulation and housing 
stability. Studies in developing countries more 
often focus on physical aspects of housing, such as 
dwelling size, construction quality, and access to 
essential services and amenities (Ahmad 2015). 
Research by Bhan and Jana (2015) and Roy 
and Sowgat (2024) reveals housing construction 
quality and rental structure as inequality indica-
tors in their South Asian studies. Housing satis-
faction has also been a popular subjective measure 
to determine housing inequality (Dupont 2004; 
Nasrabadi et al. 2024). 

This chapter follows the above thread of litera-
ture and investigates how wealth differences affect 
inequality in housing at the neighbourhood level. 
While inequality is a vast concept (Wilkinson 
2020; Wilkinson and Pickett 2022), the focus 
here is only on income, employment and housing. 
This analysis draws from a survey conducted as 
part of the SHLC study. While the SHLC survey 
includes more than 200 questions, only select 
key parameters were strategically used to under-
stand inequality. National statistics in the study 
cities fail to provide detailed income, employ-
ment, or housing data at the neighbourhood level. 
However, the cross-country data collected in the 
SHLC study presents a unique opportunity. For the 
first time, it is possible to make neighbourhood-
level comparative inferences, shedding light on 
the intricate dynamics of income, employment, 
and housing inequality. 

14.3 Data and Methods 

This study uses all 14 SHLC project case study 
cities from seven Asian and African coun-
tries (see Table 1.2 in Chapter 1). These cities 
face different levels of poverty, growth, health 
outcomes, and access to urban services (Ahmad 
et al. 2021; Roy and Sowgat 2024). The larger 
cities have experienced a high rate of urbanisa-
tion over the last thirty years; they face different 
challenges in meeting the growing demands for 
urban services (Kundu et al. 2020; Roy et al. 
2019; Sengupta et al. 2022). The smaller cities 
are relatively slower in population growth but 
face similar challenges (Kundu et al. 2020; 
Roy et al. 2018). While there are similarities 
in economic development and poverty among 
the study countries, they have significantly 
different social and political contexts for urban 
transformation (see Chapter 3). 

This analysis is based on the household 
survey conducted as part of the SHLC study 
(see Chapter 1) of over 15,000 households and 
individuals from the 14 cities (Wang et al. 2023). 
In each city, neighbourhoods were categorised 
into five groups based on their perceived wealth 
and income levels—low, lower middle, middle, 
higher middle and high. The research team in 
each country carried out the income/wealth cate-
gorisations of the neighbourhoods., employing 
qualitative and quantitative tools. In each group, 
several typical neighbourhoods were selected 
for sample distribution. Interviews, mostly face 
to face, were conducted in 249 neighbourhoods 
with at least 10 households surveyed in each. 
The total sample (targeted for 1000) in each city 
was more or less evenly distributed among the 
five neighbourhood groups. Once a household 
was selected for the survey, a random adult was 
invited for the interview. Therefore, the survey 
questionnaire (adopted by all country research 
teams with only minor adjustments) includes 
variables on the household (majority questions) 
and the individuals. 

Of many income and employment-related vari-
ables, household economic status and respon-
dent employment status were selected to measure
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income inequality, following other similar studies 
(see Alvaredo et al. 2018; Van  Ham et al.  2020). 
Regarding the household economic status, the 
questions asked were: ‘Thinking about money in 
the last 12 months, would you say that your house-
hold: (1) Is doing very well with plenty of money 
left over after paying for essentials; (2) Is doing 
okay and has some money left after paying for 
essentials; (3) Receives just enough money to pay 
for foods, bills and other essentials; (4) Is occa-
sionally short of money for essentials; (5) Is strug-
gling to pay bills or to afford to feed everyone 
most of the time?’ Although a few other ques-
tions were asked, this was considered most rele-
vant to capture household economic status because 
it directly related to the household and pertained 
to a longer span of time. Another question about 
employment status should ideally have been asked 
from the primary earner of the household, but the 
survey addressed randomly selected adult respon-
dents. The question was: ‘Which of the following 
best describes your employment status: (1) Self-
employed, no employees; (2) Self-employed, with 
employees; (3) Contributing family worker; (4) 
Formal employee; (5) Informal employee; (6) 
Member of a co-operative; (7) Any other?’ 

Three key aspects—overcrowding, housing 
tenure, and housing satisfaction—are used in 
the analysis of housing. Each aspect captures 
different dimensions of the housing experience 
that collectively reflect the overall quality and 
fairness of housing conditions. A dwelling is 
assumed to be overcrowded if the occupancy 
rate is three or more persons per room (or living 
space). This variable is constructed based on the 
number of rooms and household size reported 
in the survey. Regarding housing tenure, the 
question was asked: ‘Please tell me about this 
place you live in, does your household: (1) Own 
it in full, outright; (2) Own it, paying off mort-
gage; (3) Rent it from a private landlord; (4) 
Rent it from a government/social organisation; 
(5) Is it an employer-provided housing; (6) Is 
it an informally occupied dwelling; (7) Any 
other?’ For dwelling satisfaction, the question is 
re-categorised as: ‘How satisfied or dissatisfied 

are you with the dwelling in which you are 
currently living: (1) Very satisfied; (2) Satis-
fied; (3) Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied; (4) 
Dissatisfied; and (5) Very dissatisfied?’ Housing 
satisfaction is a multi-dimensional concept 
encompassing various aspects of residential 
living, including the first two variables: over-
crowding and security of tenure. Therefore, it is 
considered for in-depth exploration. 

Methodologically, the descriptive statistics 
of the variables were first presented and then 
cross-tabulations of the aforementioned variables 
were performed. Logistic regression was then 
employed to understand the factors influencing 
the likelihood of being satisfied with a dwelling. 
While doing so, the main idea was to identify 
how housing satisfaction is linked with income 
inequality. In order to do so the neighbourhood 
level’s wealth, household level’s economic status 
and individual level’s employment status had to 
be understood. Logistic regression is a statistical 
method suitable for modelling binary outcome 
variables. It has been used here to predict the 
probability of living in a satisfied dwelling using 
the following equation: 

logit(P) = ln = β0 + β1 X1 + β2 X2 +  · · ·  +  βk Xk 

where P is the probability of living in a satisfied 
dwelling, β0 is the intercept, and β1, β2, . . . , βk 

are the coefficients of independent variables 
X1, X2, . . . ,  Xk . 

Maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) has 
been used to fit the logistic regression model. 
The fitting process involved iteratively adjusting 
the model parameters to maximise the likeli-
hood of observing the given outcomes. The 
Hosmer–Lemeshow test was employed to assess 
the model’s goodness of fit. A non-significant test 
result indicates a good fit. McFadden’s R-square 
indicated the model’s explanatory power. The 
estimated coefficients (log-odds) of the logistic 
regression model were interpreted to understand 
the impact of each independent variable on the 
likelihood of living in an overcrowded dwelling 
(or unsatisfied dwelling). The odds ratios were
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calculated to provide a more intuitive interpre-
tation. Wald tests were conducted to assess the 
statistical significance of each coefficient. Vari-
ables with p-values less than 0.05 were considered 
significant predictors. 

14.4 Results and Discussions 

Initially, the comparative disparities concerning 
income, employment, and housing inequality and 
their interrelationships were emphasised across 
continents, countries, and cities. Within each 
subsection, variations in wealth within neighbour-
hoods were studied to gauge how they impact 
overall inequality. In the final subsection, the 
interrelationships have been examined between 
housing and other forms of inequality. 

14.4.1 Income and Employment 
Inequality 

On an average, only 42% of the households said 
they were ‘doing okay’ or ‘very well’ over the past 
12 months with respect to household income and 
their economic status. This means that more than 
half of all households surveyed (58%) were expe-
riencing economic difficulties. This percentage 
varies significantly across continents. In Asian 
countries, 49% of households reported being in 
a good economic state (doing okay or very well), 
while only 32% of households in African coun-
tries reported the same. The higher performance 
of Asian countries is, however, primarily driven 
by China, where an impressive 82% of households 
reported doing okay or very well. In contrast, the 
percentages are lower in Bangladesh (49%) and 
India (38%). The Philippines has the lowest at 
26%. In African countries, the share of house-
holds doing okay or very well is more consistent, 
ranging narrowly between 31% (Tanzania) and 
34% (Rwanda and South Africa). The situation 
across the countries of Africa shows a continental 
pattern, but for Asia, the income landscapes are 
very different. 

There is a significant variation in household 
economic status across cities. As expected, most 

households in Chinese cities are doing okay or 
very well. Often within the country, secondary 
cities (e.g. Khulna in Bangladesh and Madurai in 
India) have a higher share of struggling house-
holds (Fig. 14.1). In particular, the Bangladeshi 
secondary city is far behind its capital as 62% 
of households in Dhaka reported doing okay or 
very well, as compared to only 31% in Khulna. 
Bangladesh is among the fastest-growing coun-
tries among all the study countries, and it is also 
ranked as one of the poorest among the study 
countries. Urbanisation and economic crises may 
have impacted the country’s disparity. The two 
South African cities show a similar pattern, with 
Cape Town doing slightly better than Johannes-
burg.

This national picture is helpful for cross-
country comparison; it, however, hides the critical 
differences between neighbourhoods. Figure 14.2 
illustrates the distribution of household economic 
status across neighbourhoods by varying income/ 
wealth levels. Unsurprisingly, within a city, 
low-income neighbourhoods have a relatively 
smaller proportion of households reporting that 
they are doing okay or very well. A positive, 
albeit modest correlation exists between house-
hold economic status and neighbourhood wealth 
groups (Pearson’s correlation = ~0.30). This indi-
cates that while the household economic status 
tends to improve with neighbourhood wealth, 
other factors also play a significant role. Notably, 
the disparity in economic status between a low-
income and high-income household is quite 
pronounced in certain cities: households in high-
income neighbourhoods in Madurai are 48 times 
more likely to be doing okay or very well 
compared to those in low-income households. In 
Delhi, this disparity is 13 times, in Khulna 8 
times, and in Johannesburg 5 times. The wealth-
wise variation of economic status indicates that 
neighbourhoods are gradually becoming segre-
gated since those who have good affordability are 
more likely to live in wealthy neighbourhoods, 
while people who are in a hardship situation live in 
low-wealth neighbourhoods. This resonates with 
the early phases of the Western form of segrega-
tion, where there are elements of social exclusion 
within cities.
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Fig. 14.1 Distribution of household economic status (based on the past 12 months) across case study cities, 2022. 
Source Primary Survey, 2022

Fig. 14.2 Household economic status by neighbourhood wealth in case study cities, 2022. Source Primary Survey, 2022 

However, there are also struggling households 
within the wealthy neighbourhoods, and within 
poor neighbourhoods there are relatively better-
off households (Fig. 14.2). This suggests that 
these developing countries may be at an early 
stage of spatial and social exclusion compared 
to Western developed countries. The exclusions 
are yet to become extreme in the cities of the 
Global South. Related studies have shown that 
in developing countries, rapid urbanisation often 
leads to a mix of socio-economic groups within 
the same neighbourhood due to the lack of strict 

zoning laws and the informal housing market. This 
contrasts with more developed Western countries 
where spatial segregation is more pronounced due 
to established urban planning policies and socio-
economic stratification (Tammaru et al. 2014; 
Musterd 2017). 

Regarding the status of employment situation 
among the interviewees, around 20% of the 
respondents in the study cities rely on informal 
employment even though 40% have access 
to formal employment. Informal employment 
is widespread across both continents, though
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Fig. 14.3 Employment status of respondents by case study cities, 2022. Source Primary Survey, 2022 

it is more prevalent in Asia (23%) than in 
Africa (15%). Bangladesh and India, both in 
the South Asian region, show high levels of 
informal employment, whereas other countries 
have similar patterns though not to such high 
levels. City-wise, Khulna has the highest level 
of informal employment (47%), followed by 
Datong (32%), Delhi (31%), Dhaka (27%), 
Batangas (21%), and Madurai (19%). However, 
a significant portion of respondents in Delhi 
(47%), Madurai (46%), Batangas (47%) and 
Manila (43%) reported being self-employed. 
Notably, over half of the respondents from 
Tanzanian cities reported being self-employed 
(with or without employees). The current lack of 
skilled manpower and scarcity of formal jobs in 
the study cities explains the reliance on informal 
jobs or self-employment (Fig. 14.3). 

Informal employment is predominant in low-
and lower middle-wealth neighbourhoods: 38% 
in low-income neighbourhoods, 29% in lower 
middle neighbourhoods, 21% in middle-income 
neighbourhoods, 14% in higher middle neigh-
bourhoods, and 9% in high-income neighbour-
hoods (Fig. 14.4). Except in Batangas, across 
all cities, inhabitants of low-income neighbour-
hoods have a significantly larger share of informal 
employment than those of high-income neigh-
bourhoods.

14.4.2 Housing Inequality 

Overcrowding 
Occupancy rate refers to the number of people 
living in a dwelling relative to the number of 
living rooms. A dwelling is considered over-
crowded if the occupancy rate is three or more 
persons per room. In 70% of cases, the occu-
pancy pattern is less than two persons per room 
and in 13% of cases more than three persons 
per room. Households in Asian cities are more 
crowded than in African cities. Country-wise, a 
high percentage of the housing has an occupancy 
of one or fewer people per room—in China 
(87%) and South Africa (67%). The Chinese 
strategy for small family size and investment in 
public housing may have resulted in low occu-
pancy rates. 

Overall, 13% of households live in over-
crowded dwellings, with a higher share in Asia 
(17%) than in Africa (7%). At the country level, 
32% of households in the Philippines live in over-
crowded conditions, followed by 20% in India, 
16% in Bangladesh and 9% in Tanzania. China 
has negligible overcrowding (less than 0.1%). 
At the city level, Manila is the most crowded, 
with 37%, followed by Batangas at 27%, and 
Khulna and Delhi at 21% each. African cities 
have less overcrowded dwellings, ranging from
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Fig. 14.4 Share of informal employment in low-wealth and high-wealth neighbourhoods in case study cities, 2022. 
Source Primary Survey, 2022

5 to 9%. As neighbourhood wealth increases, 
overcrowding decreases: 24% of households in 
low-income neighbourhoods live in overcrowded 
conditions, compared to just 5% in high-income 
neighbourhoods (Fig. 14.5). These huge varia-
tions reflect extreme housing inequality within 
and between cities. Widespread informal human 
settlements and high poverty rates contribute 
to overcrowding, especially in poor neighbour-
hoods in India, Bangladesh, and the Philippines 
(UN-Habitat 2020).

Housing Tenure 
Housing ownership levels are almost similar in 
Africa (61%), and Asia (55%). Rental housing 
shows similar data across the continents, but 
more people in Asian cities reside in informal 
housing (5.35%) than in Africa (1.63%). Across 
the cities, India offers more ownership compared 
to the other cities in this study (79%), as the 
Indian city average is 57.56%. Rental accom-
modation is mostly found in Bangladesh (44%) 
and Rwanda (41%) because of the limited invest-
ments in public housing and the overall poverty 
situation in the urban areas. Both these coun-
tries have large slum populations. Again, 10.5% 
of the respondents in Bangladesh and 9% in 
the Philippines live in informal housing. City-
wise, the two Chinese cities and Delhi have a 

high percentage of ownership. Khulna (9.5%) 
and Batangas (14%) have a high percentage of 
informal housing. Figure 14.6 reveals low-income 
neighbourhoods have a significantly large share 
of tenure in informally occupied dwellings (13%) 
compared to a much lower share (2.3% or less) in 
other neighbourhoods. Also, low-income neigh-
bourhoods have the lowest share of rents received 
from government/social organisations (less than 
1%) compared to others.

Satisfaction with housing 
Housing satisfaction reflects the level of content-
ment individuals or households have with their 
living conditions and environment, making it a 
critical measure for further exploration. 

On an average, 80% of households reported 
being satisfied with their dwellings. However, 
satisfaction levels vary significantly between 
Asian and African cities, with 86% of households 
in Asian cities expressing satisfaction compared 
to 70% in African cities. Within Africa, Huye 
exhibits the lowest housing satisfaction rate at 
47%, followed by Dodoma at 62%, and Dar es 
Salaam at 73%. In Asian cities, housing satis-
faction ranges from 76% in Datong to 91% in 
Madurai. 

A notable trend is that households in wealthy 
neighbourhoods tend to report higher satisfaction
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Fig. 14.5 Share of households living in overcrowded dwellings (3 or more persons per room) by neighbourhood wealth 
across case study cities, 2022. Source Primary Survey, 2022

with their dwellings compared to those in poorer 
neighbourhoods. For instance, while 93% of 
households in high-income neighbourhoods were 
satisfied with their residences, only 72% of those 
in low-income neighbourhoods reported the same. 
This disparity is evident across different cities. In 
low-income neighbourhoods, housing satisfaction 
ranges from 40% in Huye to as high as 93% in 
Madurai. Overall housing satisfaction increases 
with neighbourhood wealth, reflecting significant 
variations across different urban contexts. 

14.4.3 Relationship Between 
Income and Housing 
Inequality 

Three income-related factors are considered: 
household economic status, respondent employ-
ment status, and neighbourhood affluence. These 
factors collectively provide a comprehensive view 
of economic inequality and its impact on housing 
satisfaction. These dimensions uncover the inter-
play between economic status and housing condi-
tions across different urban settings. 

The household survey data reveals that if the 
housing satisfaction level is 0.8 ± 0.4, it indi-
cates that eight out of ten households are content 
with their living arrangements. Madurai boasts 
the highest satisfaction level at 94%, while Huye 
demonstrates the lowest at 47%. It was observed 
that housing satisfaction positively correlates with 
economic well-being, with an increase from 72 
to 93% in high-wealth neighbourhoods. Further-
more, households experiencing financial hardship 
exhibit lower satisfaction levels (68%) compared 
to those with more economic stability (91%). 
The analysis also uncovered that those respon-
dents engaged in informal employment reported 
the lowest housing satisfaction (72%), while self-
employed individuals with employees reported 
the highest (92%). Notably, the variation in 
housing satisfaction across employment statuses 
was found to be marginal. 

Descriptive statistics reveal housing inequality 
is linked to income inequality. Patterns are clear 
from the descriptive statistics; however, regression 
analysis provides several benefits that evidence 
the robustness, accuracy, and interpretability of 
findings, and therefore logistic regression is 
executed. It quantifies the strength and nature



14 Income, Employment, and Housing Inequalities in Asian and African… 233

Fig. 14.6 Housing tenure by neighbourhood wealth across case study cities, 2022. Source Primary Survey, 2022

of relationships between variables. It allows for 
the inclusion of multiple independent variables, 
thereby able to isolate the effect of each variable. 
It also helps in building models that can gener-
alise the findings. Therefore, logistic regression 
is performed to understand the socio-economic 
factors responsible for housing satisfaction. For 
this purpose, a household is assumed to be satis-
fied with its dwelling if it reports ‘very satisfied’ 
or ‘satisfied’, and dissatisfied if it reports ‘neither 
satisfied nor dissatisfied’, ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very 
dissatisfied’ with its dwelling. The model was 
statistically significant, χ2(33) = 2516.38, p < 
0.001, indicating a good fit. The pseudo R2 was 
[e.g., 0.16], suggesting that approximately 16% of 
the variation in the outcome was explained by the 
model. 

Results demonstrate that housing satisfac-
tion increases with improvement in household 
economic status after controlling for city, neigh-
bourhood wealth, housing tenure and education 
attainment (Table 14.1). For instance, the odds 
of a household doing very well with plenty of 
money left over after paying for essentials satis-
fied with their dwelling is 3.76 times higher than 
the odds of a household which is struggling to pay 
bills or being able to feed everyone in it. There-
fore, bridging household economic inequality is 
crucial to reducing housing inequality (proxied by 
housing satisfaction).

Household economic status is closely aligned 
with neighbourhood wealth, typically with regard 
to residential segregation by income, local 
economic opportunities, social networks and 
resources, and property services and infrastruc-
ture, among other factors. In these contexts, 
the findings reveal that the odds of a house-
hold being satisfied with its dwelling in high-
income neighbourhoods is 3.2 times higher than 
the odds in low-income neighbourhoods, after 
controlling for the city, household economic 
status, housing tenure, and education. Addition-
ally, the corresponding odds for households in 
higher middle-income neighbourhoods is only 
1.5 times higher. This implies that improvements 
in low-income neighbourhoods have significant 
potential to bridge the gap in housing inequality. 
However, improvements in low-income neigh-
bourhoods have smaller effects than improve-
ments in household economic status in an increase 
in housing satisfaction. 

There is a significant variation in housing satis-
faction across cities—Huye’s 47% to Madurai’s 
95%. Results reveal that the odds that a household 
living in Huye (or Dar es Salaam) is satisfied with 
its dwelling are 0.15 times (or 0.31 times) lower 
than the odds of a household living in Dhaka, after 
controlling household economic status, neigh-
bourhood wealth, housing tenure, and education. 
In general, African cities have significantly lower



234 S. Ahmad et al.

Table 14.1 Descriptive statistics and logistic regression for housing satisfaction in case study cities 

Variable Category Descriptive statistics Logistic regression 

Number of 
observations (%) 

% households 
satisfied with their 
dwelling 

Housing satisfaction 
(odds ratio) 

Neighbourhood wealth Low-income 3131 (20.16) 72.09 Reference 

Lower middle-income 3621 (23.32) 72.66 0.81*** 

Middle-income 3172 (20.43) 78.18 1.06 

Higher-middle-income 3042 (19.59) 87.27 1.51*** 

High-income 2563 (16.5) 93.12 3.17*** 

City Dhaka 1450 (9.34) 87.98 Reference 

Khulna 1136 (7.32) 77.11 0.69** 

Chongqing 1283 (8.26) 86.20 0.42*** 

Datong 860 (5.54) 76.28 0.25*** 

Delhi 1335 (8.6) 90.64 1.30 

Madurai 1043 (6.72) 95.39 3.82*** 

Batangas 1079 (6.95) 88.88 1.24 

Manila 1000 (6.44) 86.50 1.05 

Huye 393 (2.53) 46.82 0.15*** 

Kigali 1092 (7.03) 66.39 0.34*** 

Cape Town 1001 (6.45) 81.00 0.58*** 

Johannesburg 1000 (6.44) 78.86 0.52*** 

Dar es Salaam 1616 (10.41) 73.40 0.31*** 

Dodoma 1241 (7.99) 61.99 0.18*** 

Household economic 
status 

Struggling 1459 (9.51) 67.56 Reference 

Occasionally short 2628 (17.14) 67.45 1.29** 

Just enough 4783 (31.19) 78.96 2.08*** 

Doing okay 4713 (30.74) 87.86 3.45*** 

Doing very well 1751 (11.42) 90.74 3.76*** 

Housing tenure Own in full, outright 8930 (57.56) 83.39 Reference 

Own, paying off the 
mortgage 

904 (5.83) 91.37 1.14 

Rent from private 
landlord 

4282 (27.6) 73.37 0.51*** 

Govt/social 
organisation 

320 (2.06) 82.50 0.92 

Employer provided 
housing 

155 (1) 83.23 0.64 

Informally occupying 
dwelling 

594 (3.83) 62.06 0.31*** 

Other 328 (2.11) 67.07 0.51*** 

Respondent education 
level 

No school 950 (6.13) 68.14 Reference 

Some primary 1029 (6.64) 63.17 0.95 

Primary 2939 (18.96) 71.60 1.22* 

Secondary 4593 (29.62) 79.83 1.29**

(continued)
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Table 14.1 (continued)

Variable Category Descriptive statistics Logistic regression

Number of
observations (%)

% households
satisfied with their
dwelling

Housing satisfaction
(odds ratio)

Technical/vocational 465 (3.00) 86.45 1.45* 

College 1820 (11.74) 84.17 1.56*** 

University 3708 (23.92) 91.29 1.59*** 

Chi2 2516.38 

p-value p < 0.001 

Degree of freedom 33.00 

Pseudo R2 0.16 

N 15,319 

Note Housing satisfaction is the dependent variable, where 79.91% of households are satisfied with their dwelling (‘very 
satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’) and 20.09 are dissatisfied with their dwelling (‘neither satisfied nor dissatisfied’, ‘dissatisfied’ or 
‘very dissatisfied’) 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

housing satisfaction than their counterparts in 
Asian cities, after controlling household economic 
status, neighbourhood wealth, housing tenure, and 
education. 

There is a significant variation in housing satis-
faction by housing tenure—62% in informally 
occupied to 91% in own, paying off mortgage 
dwelling. After controlling for confounders, the 
odds that a household living in an informally 
occupied dwelling is satisfied with its dwelling 
is 0.31 times lower than that of a household 
living in owner-occupied housing. As expected 
elsewhere, data from this study reveals that the 
majority of households living in informally occu-
pied dwellings are economically disadvantaged 
households (25% struggle to pay bills or can afford 
to feed everyone most of the time, and 32% are 
occasionally short of money for essentials). 

Overall, the results reveal significant income 
and housing inequalities within and between 
cities, which are closely linked. Reducing 
economic inequality at both the household level 
(e.g. economically disadvantaged households) 
and the neighbourhood level (e.g. poor neighbour-
hoods) is crucial for mitigating housing inequality 
and improving well-being as envisaged in the 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

The findings reveal a subtle contrast between 
different political systems, exemplified by 

comparisons between China and India, as well as 
South Africa and Rwanda. Households in China 
generally enjoy better economic and employment 
conditions. For instance, 74% of respondents 
work in the formal sector and 82% households 
are doing okay or very well. In contrast, in India, 
only 23% of respondents work in the formal 
sector and just 38% of households are doing 
okay or very well. Additionally, 11% of Indian 
households live in overcrowded dwellings, while 
less than 0.1% of households in China face 
similar conditions. These statistics suggest that 
individuals may sacrifice some personal freedom 
in exchange for relative equality in work and 
living conditions. China’s unique combination 
of state capitalism and stringent governance has 
propelled rapid economic growth and significant 
improvements in living standards (Naughton 
2018). Conversely, despite being a democracy, 
India’s economic advancement is impeded by 
structural challenges and a large informal sector, 
resulting in notable disparities in living standards 
(Drèze and Sen 2013). 

There are notable differences in household 
economic characteristics between South Africa 
and Rwanda. A larger percentage of South 
African households (63%) are employed in the 
formal sector compared to their Rwandan coun-
terparts (45%). Additionally, home ownership
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rates are higher in South Africa (67%) than 
in Rwanda (57%). Furthermore, South African 
households report greater satisfaction with their 
dwellings (80%) compared to Rwandan house-
holds (61%). These disparities likely reflect the 
impact of more advanced economic structures and 
social policies in South Africa, which contribute 
to greater employment stability, higher home 
ownership rates, and increased housing satisfac-
tion compared to Rwanda (Bhorat et al. 2014). 
This comparison prompts consideration of how 
different economic and social policies influence 
household outcomes and underscore the need for 
targeted approaches to addressing these inequali-
ties. 

14.5 Conclusions 

The cities in the Global South face significant 
levels of inequality. Neighbourhood-level data 
indicates that income and housing disparities have 
led to categorisation of residents. Asian coun-
tries, particularly China, generally exhibit better 
income and employment stability compared to 
African countries. In addition, satisfaction with 
housing is higher in Asian countries, though a 
large number of households in these countries 
engage in informal employment and live in over-
crowded dwellings compared to African coun-
tries. There are also noticeable differences among 
individual countries and their cities. For example, 
China and South Africa are making progress 
in reducing inequality, while Bangladesh and 
Rwanda continue to grapple with high levels of 
inequality. In China, a blend of state capitalism 
and stringent governance likely contributes to 
better economic and employment status, while in 
Bangladesh, issues such as high population pres-
sure and poor economic growth are hindrances. 
South Africa’s more developed economy and 
effective social policies have likely contributed 
to its progress in reducing inequality. The unique 
social and political contexts of different countries 
have significant impacts on inequality. 

In several aspects, major cities have outper-
formed secondary cities within a country. For 
example, major cities like Dhaka and Delhi have 

lower rates of informal employment compared to 
secondary cities such as Khulna and Madurai. 
In five out of seven countries, major cities 
also exhibit higher levels of housing satisfac-
tion than their secondary counterparts. Dispari-
ties in housing and income are prevalent across 
cities but become more pronounced at the sub-
city level, where households in low-wealth neigh-
bourhoods face significant disadvantages in both 
housing and income compared to those in affluent 
neighbourhoods. Prior studies have highlighted 
similar findings using household consumption and 
expenditure surveys but often fail to consider 
local spatial contexts or examine neighbourhoods 
at a smaller scale. These broader analyses can 
obscure the true extent of inequality and hinder 
the identification of extreme disparities at the 
neighbourhood level, hampering the develop-
ment of targeted solutions. Moreover, it has been 
observed that there is a substantial presence of 
high-income households in poor neighbourhoods, 
while affluent neighbourhoods have a signifi-
cant share of low-income households. This indi-
cates that Asian and African cities are currently 
experiencing early stages of socio-spatial exclu-
sion when compared to developed Western coun-
tries. Living in affluent neighbourhoods provides 
better housing and a superior built environment, 
contributing to overall well-being. Conversely, 
residents of less wealthy neighbourhoods face 
heightened exposure to economic inequality. 
Socio-economic data on income and employment 
patterns across neighbourhoods reveal that indi-
viduals are not randomly distributed; rather, their 
economic circumstances often confine them to 
reside in relatively low-wealth neighbourhoods. 
These are early indications of the emergence of 
segregated neighbourhoods and gated communi-
ties. 

The findings from the micro-level data high-
light the importance of neighbourhood data 
for understanding fast-growing cities in the 
Global South. Current statistical divisions in 
the study countries and, more generally, cities 
of the Global South have not collected census 
data on housing or income. Such data would 
enable inter and cross-city comparisons to crit-
ically identify the complex inequality situation.
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Once again, a neighbourhood-focused strategy 
for reducing inequality proves to be highly 
effective in discerning micro-level differences in 
Global South cities. Despite varying levels of 
inequality, neighbourhood wealth is a shared chal-
lenge across all studied countries. Consequently, 
future discussions should focus on neighbourhood 
wealth, highlighting the importance of localised 
approaches to promoting fair urban development. 
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