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Because population trends shape your life, understand-
ing those trends can help you use that knowledge to your 
advantage. To illustrate the power of demographic trends on 
individual decisions, the “Engaging Sociology” on the previ-
ous page provides an exercise in problem solving using 
information from population pyramids of U.S. cities.

URBANIZATION: 
MOVEMENT FROM  
RURAL TO URBAN AREAS
Tokyo-Yokohama, Japan; Jakarta, Indonesia; Delhi, India; 
Seoul-Incheon, South Korea; Manila, Philippines; 
Mumbai (Bombay), India; Karachi, Pakistan; Shanghai, 
China; and New York, U.S., are megacities (cities and their 
surrounding metropolitan areas with more than 10 mil-
lion people) (Cox 2016). They are characterized by traffic 
congestion and people rushing to their destinations. Carts, 
bicycles, and taxis weave in and out of traffic jams. The 
local spices and other aromas scent the air. Sidewalk mer-
chants display vegetables and fruits unique to the country. 
Beggars and the homeless, often migrants from rural 
areas, dot the sidewalks while merchants sell colorful 
wares. Cities provide a kaleidoscope of humanity as more 
of the world’s population becomes urban.

Today, more than half of all people in the world live in 
urban areas, and projections indicate that 7 out of 10 people 
will do so by 2050 (WHO 2013). The U.S. Census breaks down 
the geographic regions of the nation into urbanized areas (of 
50,000 or more), urban clusters (2,500–50,000), and rural 
areas (all nonurban areas). In 1900, 60.4% of Americans lived 
in nonurban, or rural, areas, and in 1960, 36% did so. By 
2010, just 19.3% of the population lived in rural parts of the 
country while 80.2% resided in urban areas.

The move from rural to urban areas has always 
stemmed from the increased opportunities for employ-
ment and investment that come with living around more 
people. Globalization has made this more important than 
ever, as markets and job opportunities have become trans-
national. Population growth often spurs job growth. For 
example, in the United States, all but one of the 10 urban 
areas with the most population growth between 2000 and 
2010 also increased its number of jobs. The exception was 
Atlanta, which had a slight decline. While the growth in 
these urban areas in the United States focuses primarily in 
the low-density, suburban areas surrounding the cities, in 
other parts of the world, poor migrants to urban areas live 
in crowded slums. In many parts of the Global South, the 
rural poor, who come to cities to find opportunities, often 

live with no running water, electricity, or sewage disposal 
and lack basic services, including health care and educa-
tion (Kotkin 2013; Kotkin and Cox 2011; World Bank 
2013a).

Megacities around the world are part of a global trend 
that has gained momentum over several centuries: urban-
ization. The next “Engaging Sociology” feature invites you 
to explore some consequences of major urbanization trends 
in the world (Brunn, Hays-Mitchell, and Ziegler 2011).

Theories of Urban Development
Some of the first U.S. sociologists studied problems in the 
city of Chicago. These members of the Chicago School, as 
they were collectively known, focused on the patterns of 
land use and residential distribution of people in the city. 
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In Mumbai (Bombay) many children have no choice but to 
sleep on the streets each night.


