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1. WHY BSRIA IS LAUNCHING
A SERIES ON MEGATRENDS
This paper on urbanisation is a first in a series that BSRIA
will be producing over the coming year.
Each age probably believes that it faces unprecedented
changes and challenges, but this time it may actually be
true.
As a leading voice for the building services industry,
both in the UK and globally, BSRIA has always looked
to provide its members, partners and clients with
the complete picture, and we pride ourselves on our
detailed fact-based approach.
However, it is just as important to look at the major
forces that are shaping the world in which we live and
do business. In 2015 McKinsey published “No Ordinary
Disruption”, which examined “The Four Global Forces
Breaking all the Trends”.

The four key trends which McKinsey pointed to as
already impacting on almost every society, or will do
soon, are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Urbanisation
An ageing population
Globalisation
The revolution in technology

While most people recognise that each of these is
already having a major impact, BSRIA has set out to
provide its own take on these major movements, and
particularly to focus on what they mean for building
services and related activities, both in the UK and in
other countries.

This should help you to better
prepare your organisation for
some of the biggest challenges
and the biggest opportunities
that we all face.

Figure 1 A tsunami
of change is rolling
across the world. The
challenge is to ride it.
Great Wave off Kanagawa. Source: The Library of Congress
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2. WHAT IS
URBANISATION?
Urbanisation can be defined as a process by which an
increasing proportion of the population come to live in
urban areas, which tends to result in an increase in both
the number and the size of urban areas.

French city of Lille, but the neighbouring Belgian towns
of Kortrijk and Tournai.These political divisions can have
a major impact on the functioning and cohesion of
conurbations.

This immediately raises the question “what do we mean
by an urban area?”. The UK’s Office of National Statistics
treats as urban those built up areas with a population
of over 10,000. In the UK today this counts as a small
town, however, in some regions of the world this would
amount to a substantial settlement.

The nature and the impact of urbanisation also varies
greatly depending on the time and the location of the
process. The urbanisation of London in the early 19th
century took a very different form from the urbanisation
of Japan in the 20th century or to the urbanisation
currently ongoing in much of Africa, India and South
America.

Administration also plays a role. Many conurbations
include adjoining built-up areas which are part of
separate municipal governments.  Greater New York
for example includes not just the five boroughs of New
York City but also other parts of New York State, and
even parts of the neighbouring states of New Jersey
and Connecticut. In Europe some “conurbations” even
cross national boundaries. For example Eurométropole
Lille-Kortrijk-Tournai encompasses not just the major

In most conurbations, suburbs develop, often
accompanied by satellite towns, separate from the main
conurbation but frequently dependent on it. These
settlements often have their own character and culture
which can be quite distinct from that of the “inner city”
area.

Figure 2 Tokyo, forecast
to remain the world’s
largest city in 2030 with
over 36 million residents
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3. INTRODUCTION
Since 1950 there has been a massive global movement towards
urbanisation. In 1950 fewer than 30% of the world’s population
lived in urban areas. By 2010 this had reached 50% and by 2050
the share is forecast to exceed two thirds of the world’s population.
This represents one of the biggest and fastest human movements
in history.
In Europe, the process of urbanisation was even more rapid in the
years 1950 to 1995, with the urban population increasing from
50% to 70% in just 45 years. Since then the pace of urbanisation
has slowed, but it is still forecast to exceed 80% by 2050.
The UK, as one of the world’s most urbanised countries, saw little
net change in urbanisation in the period 1950 to 2000. Since then,
net urbanisation has resumed and is forecast to continue, with
almost 90% expected to live in urban areas by 2050.
The overall process is one of convergence, with the less urbanised
regions of the world gradually “catching” up.

Percentage of Population in Urban Areas

All of this carries profound implications which will be explored in
the following sections. However, there are also forces and factors
that could impact on or disrupt this process.

Source: BSRIA, United Nations
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4. THE HISTORICAL
BACKGOUND
People have been moving into permanent settlements
ever since the first agricultural revolution started some
10,000 years ago. Rome became the first city to reach a
population of around one million in about 1 AD. For the
next 1,800 years or so very large cities were rare and
arose almost exclusively as the administrative centres of

major empires. Following the fall of Rome, only empires
such as China were able to sustain cities on this scale,
in the form of cities such as Chang’An, Hangzhou and
Beijing, though some research suggests that
Angkor Wat, as capital of the Khmer empire, was of
similar size.

Estimated Population of World’s Largest City

Figure 4 World’s
largest cities: 1 AD to
2000 AD

Source: BSRIA (2017), Morris (2010), Modelski (2003), Chandler (1987), Chandler & Fox (1974)

People have been moving into
permanent settlements ever since
the first agricultural revolution
started some 10,000 years ago.

Around 1800 all this began to change. With the industrial
revolution in full swing in Britain, in 1801 the population
of London was approaching one million and by 1841 it had
overtaken Beijing to become the world’s largest city.
By the Outbreak of WWI London had reached five million
inhabitants, only to be overtaken by New York in the
1920s, which in turn ceded pole position to Tokyo in the
1960s.
With approximately 28 million inhabitants in 2017,
and an estimated GDP that exceeds that of the Russian
Federation, Tokyo remains the world’s largest megacity.

© BSRIA
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If the rise of the city looks
inexorable, when we examine the
trend logarithmically, we see that
before the industrial revolution
cities also suffered periodic
setbacks, typically marked by major
wars and the declines of empires, as
well as by major pandemics.

Figure 5 Long term trend
for worlds largest cities 2000BC to 2000AD

Source: BSRIA (2017), Morris (2010), Modelski (2003), Chandler (1987), Chandler & Fox (1974)

When looking at urbanisation in the modern era, it
is worth remembering that the modern world is not
immune from such setbacks. At the time of writing,
the possibility of full scale thermonuclear war between
states (in this case the US and North Korea) is being
seriously discussed for the first time in decades.  
Climate change could also, based on only mildly
pessimistic assumptions, render some of the world’s
major cities uninhabitable within the next few decades.
The following figure shows the progress of urbanisation
in the century 1950 to 2050. It shows graphically that
urbanisation, which in 1950 was concentrated heavily
in a few developed regions, such as Western Europe,
North America and Australia, has rapidly spread across
most areas of the globe, so that by 2050 central Africa
and parts of central and southern Asia will be the only
substantial regions which are not overwhelmingly
urbanised.

A further important factor is that urbanisation is not
the same thing as population density. Some of the
most urbanised countries in the world are sparsely
populated, including Australia, Canada, Saudi Arabia
and the Nordic countries. This partly reflects the fact
that these countries all have large tracts of land that are
fairly inhospitable, but is also the result of social and
developmental factors.
In contrast, some of the most densely populated
countries in the world, such as India and Bangladesh still
have a high proportion of their population living in rural
areas. Conversely some urban areas are of fairly low
density, especially in countries where the car culture
has been strongest, such as the USA and Australia and
where little effort has been made to limit the spread of
suburbs into the countryside.

10 | © BSRIA
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Figure 6 World Urbanisation
by country: 1950 to 2050

1950

2014

2050

Percentage urban
75 or over
50 to 75
25 to 50
Less than 25
No data
Source: United Nations
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5. WHAT DRIVES
URBANISATION?
The drivers of urbanisation have varied through time and still vary across societies. The focus also changes periodically
between the “inner city” and the suburbs. However, there are a number of broadly common themes.

5.1

SECURITY

5.2

Cities have frequently arisen in locations that are
relatively easy to defend, protected by water or by
mountainous terrain.
While fortified walled cities are, in Europe at least,
largely relegated to tourist attractions, the ability of
the city to defend large numbers of people was an
important early factor and remains so, as witnessed by
sieges in modern times, as with the siege of what was
then Leningrad (1941 – 1944) and with more recent
sieges in the Balkans and the Middle East.

TOPOGRAPHY

All cities require a water supply and terrain which,
while easy to build on, is ideally at least protected
from natural disasters such as flooding. There will
be a tendency for people to group together in areas
that allow for this. This partly explains the extreme
urbanisation of some sparsely populated countries such
as Australia, where the population is concentrated in
areas that are fertile, habitable and accessible by water.

Cities have frequently arisen in
locations that are relatively easy
to defend, protected by water
or by mountainous terrain.

Figure 7 Australia - an
extreme example of
population concentration in
fertile coastal areas

Source: Census of population and housing 2011 © Commonwealth of Australia, 2014
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5.3

TRANSPORT LINKS

Figure 8 France Main railway links,
2017

Early cities have tended to be located on rivers,
especially at bridgeable points, allowing access to
both land- and water-based transport. Over time,
new methods of transport including rail, motorised
transport, and air transport have all tended to create
“hubs” from which the fastest and most convenient
transport radiates making it advantageous to live and
work near these hubs.
The following map shows how the main railway routes
in France are heavily focussed on major urban centres
such as Paris, Lille, Lyon and Marseille, with secondary
routes in turn radiating from provincial centres
Source: Wikimedia Commons

5.4

ORGANISATION OF WORK

It is no coincidence that the industrial revolution saw
the first major wave of urbanisation, and in virtually
all countries, the process of industrialisation has been
accompanied by urbanisation. This industrialisation
was itself supported by the agricultural revolution,
which deployed technology, such as Jethro Tull’s 18th
century seed drill, to improve productivity, encouraging
agricultural labourers to move to the newly emerging
industrial centres.
Industrial processes, at least in the pre-robotic age,
have required large and organised workforces, who
in turn need to live within commuting distance of the
workplace. As urban transport systems have improved
over time, workers have been able to live further from
the workplace allowing conurbations to spread further.

5.5

THE CLUSTER EFFECT

Organisations involved in similar activities (for example
a particular industry or trade) tend to cluster together.
While the process may start for a particular reason (for
example where industries locate close to the source of
a raw material), it rapidly acquires a logic of its own.
Employers benefit from a workforce which understands

their industry’s needs and culture, while employees
in turn benefit from a choice of different employers
and a degree of security if one employer fails. In time,
the governance of the city may well adapt to suit the
specific needs of an industry. A good example is the way
in which the City of London has evolved to meet the
needs of the financial services industry.
People with common personal interests or culture may
choose to cluster together, particularly where they
represent a minority with some interests and traditions
that differ from the majority.

5.6

UTILITIES

Over the past 150 years or so, successive waves of
utilities have been rolled out to the home, including
piped water and sewerage, gas, electricity, telephone,
and broadband (first landline and then mobile) and in
some countries, heat networks. In each case, the service
is easier and cheaper to roll out to densely populated
areas and then spreads out to more sparsely populated
areas. Even today high-speed broadband can be a
challenge in many rural locations.
This encourages both business and people to settle in
urban areas.
© BSRIA | 13
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5.7

SERVICES AND AMENITIES

Modern life assumes the need for a range of key
services, including education, healthcare and policing.
These are generally easier to provide where the
population is concentrated. The closest hospital will
most likely be nearer and perhaps able to justify more
sophisticated equipment. The nearest school will
probably be closer and the choice of schools more
extensive.
Commercial services, such as shopping facilities, repair
and home maintenance are also generally more widely
available and offer a greater degree of choice in urban
areas.

5.8

CULTURE AND SOCIAL LIFE

Cities are able to provide a much wider variety of social
and cultural life at all levels, from museums, theatres
and concerts to bars, restaurants and nightlife and
appealing to a diverse range of tastes. The fact that
urban populations are frequently younger is both a
cause and a consequence of this effect.

5.9

5.10 ENVIRONMENTALISM
While popular culture frequently portrays large
urban areas as environmental disasters, dense, urban
development is one means of preserving green space
and natural amenities.
Denser development, when well planned, also reduces
journey times and CO2 emissions. Since the 1990s,
countries like the UK have placed increasing focus
on encouraging the redevelopment of “brownfield“
sites, which are typically found in urban areas and
have frequently been used for earlier industrial or
commercial purposes.
In England, as in other major countries, extensive
green belts were designated around all of the major
conurbations, starting in the immediate post war period.
With extreme limitations placed on permitted
development, these green belts have encouraged
development to concentrate in the urban areas, though
they can also lead to “leap-frogging” of development to
the areas beyond the green belt.

POLITICS

In most countries the capital city is one of the largest
and in many cases the largest of all. With the rise of
“big government” increasingly large numbers of civil
servants have been required. Depending on their role, it
will often be advantageous for them to be located close
to the centre of executive power.
In the UK the number of civil servants peaked at over
one million in WW2, but has been falling fairly steadily
since the end of the 1970s, reflecting a combination of
technical and ideological change.
Nevertheless, private organisations also find it useful
to have representation close to the centre of political
power.

Figure 9 Green belt
areas in England,
2016
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5.11 TECHNOLOGY
Technology has underpinned every successive phase
of industrialisation and urbanisation, providing more
efficient and cost-effective utilities and  transport, while
today the related growth of big data and the internet
of things allows most city services including transport,
health, education and security to be delivered more
efficiently.

5.12 CRITICAL MASS
While large cities normally have specific reasons for
their original development, they tend to reach a certain
critical mass whereupon the city’s development takes
on a life of its own. For example the Port of London,
which was key to London’s development as a major
global city, has now largely dispersed, but the city’s
growth continues.
Birmingham originally benefitted from local sources of
coal and iron that fed its early industrial development. It
remains the UK’s second city long after local extraction
of coal and iron largely ceased.
Once a city is established, its growth may plateau, but
significant decline tends to occur only when there is
some economic, political or environmental disaster.

=
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6. WHAT CAN HOLD
URBANISATION BACK?
6.1

SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Cities are frequently associated with
perceived social problems which
can range from higher crime rates to
greater extremes of inequality and
social deprivation.
The following chart shows that
while violent crime has been falling
in England, it has been consistently
higher in urban than in rural areas.
These problems can encourage ‘flight’
to the suburbs or countryside, which
are perceived to be safe and more
stable, an exodus further encouraged
by media coverage which tend both
to exaggerate inner city crime and
to foster the impression that crime
is rising when in most developed
countries it is falling.

Source: BSRIA and UK Office National statistics

Figure 10 Violent crimes per 100,000 population in England, 2005 - 2013

6.2

ECONOMIC CHANGE

While progressive waves of industrialisation over
the past 250 years have furthered urbanisation,
under specific conditions, economic developments
can also lead to de-urbanisation, sometimes on a
dramatic scale. This is particularly likely where a
city’s economy is focussed on an industry which
then goes into decline. One salutary example is the
US city of Detroit. In 1950, driven largely by the
automobile industry it had risen to be not just the
5th largest city in the USA, but one of the 20 largest
in the world. Since then it has declined steadily and
by 2010 had a smaller population than in 1920. Part
of this reflected the decline in the number of people
employed in the US automobile industry, a part also
related to racial divisions, with large numbers of
people moving to nearby suburban communities.

Source: Somacom

Figure 11 Population of the City of Detroit, 1900 - 2010
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Many of the UK’s major urban centres
also saw population declines post 1950
with the decline in industries such as
the docks (in London and Liverpool),
textiles (in Manchester) or shipbuilding
(in Glasgow or Tyneside). In the past
two decades this decline has been
reversed, which is one indication of
the general quickening of the pace of
urbanisation in the UK.
Figure 12 In recent decades
the countryside has started
to reclaim areas of inner-city
Detroit
Source: changingcities.wordpress.com

6.3

TECHNOLOGY

While technology has frequently favoured urbanisation,
some developments make it easier to live and work
outside of major conurbations.
The development of cloud computing, combined with
fixed and mobile broadband, which in turn has facilitated
innovations such as web and video conferencing, has
enabled an increasing share of the population to either
work at home, or use their home as their main base.
This in turn reduces the need to live in or near a major

conurbation or to commute into it. As the above figure
shows, between 1998 and 2014 the proportion of UK
workers who were home-based increased at a fairly
steady rate from just over 11% in 1998 to just under 14%
in 2014. Projected into the future, this could see over
20% of UK workers home based by 2050.
This would still mean more than 75% of all workers
travelling to work, with an incentive to live close to
their place of work. Consequently, the trend towards
home working is, at most, likely to slow down the rate of
urbanisation rather than fundamentally reverse it.

Source: BSRIA and UK Office of National statistics

Figure 13 Percentage of UK
working population working
from home or home-based
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6.4

POLLUTION AND THE
ENVIRONMENT

Urban environments are widely held to offer a lower
quality of life in some respects and in some cases there
is evidence to support this hypothesis. The following
analysis uses data collected by the World Health
Organisation on levels of particulate pollution in selected
towns and cities.
It focusses on M2.5 particulates, which are fine
particulates typically produced by internal combustion
engines and other sources. While there is wide variation,
there is a clear positive correlation between the size of
the conurbation and the level of M.2.5 particulates, with
London – with almost
ten million inhabitants – showing a pollution level almost
30% higher than that which is typical for a town of
10,000 people.

Annual mean, ug/m3

Other more subjective quality of life issues include easier
access to countryside, which is an almost axiomatic
consequence of living in non-urban areas, as well as less
experience of congestion.

Population of built up area

Source: BSRIA and the World Health Organisation

Figure 14 UK Levels of
M2.5 Particulates in UK
Towns, by Size
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6.5

REGIONAL POLICY AND
DECENTRALISATION

In Europe in particular, governments have frequently
sought to counter or to redirect the movement of people
from the countryside to the cities.
Examples of this include the EU’s Common Agricultural
Policy, which was designed in part to secure guaranteed
incomes for farmers and encourage them to remain
engaged in agriculture.
In most Western European countries, regional policies
aim to support remote rural areas such as the Highlands
and Islands of Scotland, or the far north of Norway, but
with varying degrees of success.
The UK government also has a long history of encourage
dispersal of both government and commerce away from
the major cities. Bracknell, where BSRIA has its global
headquarters, is one of a whole chain of “new towns”
deliberately developed

around London from the 1950s onwards with the explicit
aim of dispersing citizens away from what was then seen
as the unhealthy and congested environment of London.
While Bracknell is itself now an urban centre, the new
town movement still represents a deliberate attempt to
reduce the intensity of urbanisation.

The UK government also has
a long history of encourage
dispersal of both government
and commerce away from
the major cities.

FROM THE COUNTRYSIDE

TO THE CITIES
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7. URBANISATION IN
THE UK
As one of the world’s first industrialised countries, the
UK was also one of the first to become urbanised. By
1950 almost 80% of the population lived in urban areas.
However, the period since 1950 divided into three
distinct phases.
1. Partial De-urbanisation
In the period 1950 to 1970, while the UK’s population
grew by more than five million, driven largely by the
post-war ‘baby boom’, the proportion living in larger
towns and cities actually declined slightly from 79%
to 77%. This period saw the heyday of the “new town
movement”, with the creation of many new smaller
urban settlements, some of which have themselves
since become significant urban areas. During this time
the “inner city” population of many conurbations fell
significantly.

Figure 15 UK population
and percentage living
in urban areas, 1950 to
2050

As the above chart suggests, the rate of population
increase and the rate of urbanisation is projected to be
almost directly proportional, suggesting a population
increasingly concentrated in urban areas.
These projections should be treated with caution. They
assume a certain continuity which is lacking in the actual

2. Relative Equilibrium
In the period between 1970 and 2000, the rate of
population increase flattened out somewhat, as the birth
rate declined. During this period the urban percentage
fluctuated with an uneven upward trend, but still failed
to match the level seen in 1950.
3. Rapid Population growth and Urbanisation
Since 2000 there has been a marked acceleration in
both population growth and rate of urbanisation. UN
forecasts project a UK population of almost 74 million in
2050 (which could possibly make the UK the second most
populous country in Europe after Russia), with almost
89% living in urban areas.

Source: BSRIA and the United Nations

historical data. “Events”, as famously exclaimed by
ex-prime minister, Harold MacMillan, can rapidly
invalidate the best forecasts. Much of current population
growth in the UK is driven by inward migration, with high
net immigration from other members of the current EU.
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74 MILLION
Given the UK’s planned exit from the UK, and the likely
curtailment of freedom of movement, this net inward
migration could well be reversed, especially if the UK’s
exit is accompanied by a relative economic decline.
The UK could revert to the pattern shown in the 1960s,
70s and 80s when the country fluctuated between net
emigration and net immigration. In the most extreme

scenario the UK could become a net emigration society.
While immigration from outside the EU already accounts
for a substantial proportion of inward migration and
this could, hypothetically increase as a result of new
relationships forged (for example with Commonwealth
countries), such migration would be likely to be met
with similar anti-immigration sentiments to those that
contributed to the vote to leave the EU.

Source: BSRIA, World Bank

Figure 16 UK net
immigration over five
year periods, 1962 to
2016

Based on the above analysis, any dramatic slowdown in UK population growth is also likely to be accompanied by a
slowdown in the rate of urbanisation.
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8. ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT
Throughout history, cities have been both drivers and
beneficiaries of wealth. Of all the UK’s regions, London
has by far the highest per-capita GDP. In almost every
EU country the regions around the largest cities have
the highest per-capita GDP – shown in blue – while the
poorer regions appear in pink or red. Even in Eastern
Europe, the regions around Prague, Bratislava, Warsaw

and Budapest have a higher per capita GDP than large
areas of the UK or France.
In the UK, the wealthiest districts are to be found in parts
of London and in affluent commuter areas close to major
cities like Birmingham, Glasgow and Edinburgh.

Figure 17 European
economic area
regions by income,
2016
Source: Eurostat
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9. HOUSING
Across Europe, the more urbanised the environment, the
less likely people are to live in houses and the more likely
they are to live in flats. The average number of flats in a
building will also be higher. The following chart clearly
shows that.

As the following figures show, across the 28 current
members of the EU, 62% of city-dwellers live in flats. In
rural areas, the equivalent proportion is only 18%. This
has implications concerning the size, construction and
energy usage of urban and rural homes.

Figure 18
European
union - housing
type broken
down by
urban/rural
environment

Source: Eurostat

A priori, it might be expected
that urbanisation, which implies
concentration of population into dense
areas and more people living in flats,
would lead to pressure to reduce the
size of the average home. Indeed, the
UK, one of the most densely populated
and most urbanised countries in
Europe, also has one of the smallest
average home sizes at only 83m2.

Source: BSRIA and housing statistics in the European union, 2005/06

Figure 19  Average home size in European countries in square meters

However, as Figure 19 shows,
both the Netherlands and Belgium
are significantly denser and more
urbanised and yet the Netherlands
in particular offers one of the largest
average home sizes. This suggests that
developers and planning authorities
may be too quick to blame sheer
pressure of space for the widely
criticised small size of the average
British home.
© BSRIA | 23
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The small size of much modern UK housing is
a matter of planning and economic models as
it is of urbanisation or shortage of space.
A further important and predictable
consequence of urbanisation, as experienced
in the UK, is the relatively high proportion of
housing that is rented from either public or
private landlords in comparison to rural areas.
In England’s urban centres only some 45%
of the housing stock is owner occupied, with
30% being privately rented and more than
20% rented from local authorities or housing
associations.
In contrast, in rural areas, almost 70% of
homes are owner-occupied, with fewer than
10% being privately rented.

Figure 20 Typical UK development post 1990s

IN ENGLAND’S URBAN CENTRES...

44

HOUSING STOCK IS
OWNER OCCUPIED

34

PRIVATELY RENTED

Source: dezeen.com

22

RENTED FROM LOCAL
AUTHORITIES OR
HOUSING ASSOCIATIONS.

Since 2000, the growth
in home ownership has
been reversed as ever
larger groups of people
are “priced out of the
market”. At the same time,
the private rental sector
has risen dramatically.
Urbanisation is likely to
reinforce this trend, with
the urban centres being
the main stronghold of the
private landlord.
Source: BSRIA, English housing condition survey 2014

Figure 21 England – housing by tenure, 2014
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Apart from the social and political implications of the
return of large scale private renting, this is also likely to
affect the decisions and priorities of developers catering
for this lucrative market.
In this area, however, “events” could also intervene.
Many have long argued that the housing market is due
for a ‘correction’ especially in such high price urban areas
as London. If London does lose access to many of its EU
markets then the effect on London property and the
health and general profile of the property market could

be profound and likely to spread out to other parts of the
UK.
Evidence from Germany also suggests that, as might be
expected, homes in cities tend to have fewer rooms.
In the larger towns (Kreisfreie Städte) almost 50% of
dwellings counted three rooms or fewer. In the more
rural Landkreise, the equivalent figure was only just over
half this (26%). Conversely while half of rural homes had
at least five rooms, only a quarter of urban homes did.

Source: Statistics Bundesant

Figure 22 Germany – number
of rooms per household, broken
down for major towns
(Kreisfreie Städte) and
predominantly rural areas
(Landkreise) 2015

If London does lose access to many of its EU
markets then the effect on London property and
the health and general profile of the property
market could be profound and likely to spread out
to other parts of the UK.
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10. ARCHITECTURE AND
BUILDING TECHNOLOGY
Urban centres have always had to
address the question of how to make
best use of the limited space available.
It was only with the invention of
the mechanically powered lift in the
mid-19th century that buildings of
more than a few storeys became
commercially useful. Since then
advances in technology have enabled
the construction of buildings of well
over 300 m in height. Hong Kong and in
particular Hong Kong Island, stands out
as a location where concentration of
skyscrapers is essential to making best
use of very limited habitable space.
Figure 23 Hong Kong has the
highest number of skyscrapers of
any city in the world

In many cases the decision to build high is as much a
cultural imperative as a demographic one. Of the 20 cities
with the most skyscrapers globally, 16 are in Asia, three
in North America and only one in Europe – Moscow.
The highest ranked city in Western Europe is London, at

Source: Henry Lawson

number 59. Most other European cities continue to resist
the high rise, with only Frankfurt and Paris just scraping
into the top 100. The debate over the high rise, its safety
and its liveability is still very much a live one.

Source: BSRIA and emporis.com

Figure 24 Germany – number
of rooms per household, broken
down for major towns
(Kreisfreie Städte) and
predominantly rural areas
(Landkreise) 2015
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11. ENERGY USAGE
In principle, buildings and industries in cities should
be more energy-efficient than those located in the
countryside. Not only are homes likely to be smaller, but
also a higher proportion of flats and terraced houses
means a much lower relative surface area over which
heat or cool air can be dissipated. While a detached
house has at least six external surfaces to disperse heat,
a typical flat will have only one or two.
Cities are also natural heat sinks, often several degrees

warmer than the surrounding countryside, a particular
benefit in norther Europe, though in warmer climates this
may create more demand for cooling.
The following chart from the US supports the view that
‘city’ households use less energy on average, especially
in the area of space heating. Interestingly, this study
shows suburban homes to be the biggest users of energy,
with rural houses consuming less on average than either
suburban or town homes.

Source: BSRIA and US Energy Information Administration

A study published in Finland in
2014 also suggests that urban
households use slightly more
energy on average regardless
of whether they are detached,
terraced or apartments. The
differences per capita are less
pronounced. Indeed, urban
apartments use more energy
per capita than urban houses.
This suggests that the tendency
of urban dwellers to live in
single person apartments could
actually end up being less
energy-efficient than living in
larger multi-person households.

FINAL_MegatrendsWhitePaper_Oct2017.indd 27

Figure 25 US household energy
use by household type, 2001

Source: Energy and buildings volume 76, June 2014

Figure 26 Power consumption patterns in urban and rural households in Finland
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This points to a fairly complex picture, suggesting that
urbanisation does not necessarily reduce building energy
consumption, particularly if a lot of it is directed towards
suburban development.
One area where urbanisation offers a very clear
opportunity is in the development of heat networks, also
referred to as district energy or district heating.
Heat networks supply communities or in some cases
entire cities with heat or cooling distributed from a
limited number of sources, which may be powered by
sources such as waste heat from electricity generation, or
the burning of refuse, biomass or other fuels.
Apart from making it easier to use renewable energy
sources, they also offer economies of scale. However,
the pipework required to distribute the heat or cooling is
one of the more expensive components, making it more
costly to install in less densely developed areas, as well as
resulting in higher levels of heat loss, which means that
district energy is generally economically viable only in
built-up areas.
Accordingly, London has the highest proportion of
households in the UK supplied by district heating, at
more than 3%, with only Scotland, with its many local
authority schemes, coming close.

However, London’s 3% share also needs to be compared
with cities like Copenhagen, where the equivalent figure
is over 90%.
In the Danish capital, this has been achieved through
a strong and protracted program of promotion and
compulsion which has been going on for several decades,
with most households being obliged to switch to district
heating over a period of time.

London has the highest proportion of
households in the UK supplied by district
heating, at more than 3%, with only
Scotland, with its many local authority
schemes, coming close.
Political culture in the UK makes it hard to envisage public
acceptance of this kind of far-reaching mandatory and
communal approach. Obliging households to connect
to a communal district heating system goes much
further than, for example, making condensing boilers
compulsory. However, without this, progress towards
district heating is likely to remain slow, and largely
confined to new housing development or social housing
schemes.

Source: BSRIA and US Energy Information Administration

Figure 27 Percentage of UK
homes heated by district energy,
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12. TRANSPORT
In principle, buildings and industries in cities should
be more energy-efficient than those located in the
countryside. Not only are homes likely to be smaller,
but also a higher proportion of flats and terraced
houses means a much lower relative surface area
over which heat or cool air can be dissipated. While
a detached house has at least six external surfaces to
disperse heat, a typical flat will have only one or two.
Cities are also natural heat sinks, often several degrees
warmer than the surrounding countryside, a particular

Figure 28 Usual method of travel
to work by region of workplace,
December 2015

Cities in the UK have also seen major initiatives to
promote cycling in particular, through extensive cycle
routes and more recently through the introduction of
cycle hire schemes enabling cycles to be picked up “at the
street corner” at any time of day or night.

benefit in norther Europe, though in warmer climates this
may create more demand for cooling.
The following chart from the US supports the view that
‘city’ households use less energy on average, especially
in the area of space heating. Interestingly, this study
shows suburban homes to be the biggest users of energy,
with rural houses consuming less on average than either
suburban or town homes.

Source: BSRIA and Department of Transport

In consequence, other things being equal, urbanisation
is likely to be associated with a shift towards public
transport and, to a lesser extent, cycling. In the UK,
London is unique in having a comprehensive and
extensive underground railway network.

By 2013 the Earth Policy Institute estimated that there
were some 500 bike sharing schemes worldwide and
since then the number has continued to rise.
© BSRIA | 29
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Figure 29 Major Metro
and urban rail systems in
Western Europe, 2017
Source: Urbanrail.net

As the above map shows, the UK has significantly fewer
underground, metro and light rail services compared with
France or Germany and fewer even than Spain.

transport, steps will be needed to modify an urban layout
which assumes that most journeys for work, leisure or
shopping are undertaken by car.

Significant investment will be needed in order to redress
this imbalance. Even given better provision of public
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13. SOCIETY
13.1 QUALITY OF LIFE
Urbanisation clearly has many social effects, some of
which can broadly be construed as positive, others as
negative. Significantly, these positive and negative effects
vary depending on the wealth of the country in question
and its stage of development.
The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living
and Working Conditions publishes regular surveys of
perceived quality of life in urban and rural areas of the 28
EU member states.
In its 2014 study, based on 2012 data, it examined eight
factors which could be seen as damaging to quality of life:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Difficulties making ends meet
Materially deprived
3Dissatisfied with accommodation
Socially excluded
Dissatisfied with life

6. Low trust in government
7. At risk of bad mental health
8. Bad health
It also assessed whether these problems were found
most in urban or rural areas. If the results are plotted
against the average income in the country then a very
clear pattern emerges. In richer countries, urban areas
tend to be relatively deprived, especially the larger
countries such as the UK, France and Germany. In poorer
countries it tends to be the rural areas which experience
the most deprivation.   
This is consistent with the theory that urbanisation
is a central part in the early stages of a country’s
development, but that once a certain threshold is
reached, problems in urban development, such as a
tendency to be accompanied by increasing  inequality,
tend to come into play.

Source: BSRIA Research, using data from IMF and from Eurofound (2014),
Quality of life in urban and rural Europe

Figure 30 European Union: Urban
and rural deprivation compared
(Bubble size reflects the country’s
population)
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13.2 THE AGE DIVIDE
In the UK, the urban population is
significantly younger on average
than the rural population. In all
age groups up to 44, it leads the
rural population, with 60% of the
urban population being under 45.
In contrast in all age groups above
45 years old the rural population
has a higher proportion than the
urban population, with 51% of
rural dwellers being aged 45 or
older.

Figure 31 England and
Wales - The urban and
rural population by age,
2011

Source:BSRIA UK, Office of National Statistics

What is more, the rural
population in England and Wales
is ageing more rapidly than the
urban population. In the course
of just 10 years the proportion
of rural residents aged 60 and
over increased from 23.7% to
29%, while those under 45 fell
from 53.8% to 48.6%. This poses
huge challenges for the nature
of accommodation and services
that will need to be provided in
rural areas, especially in facilities
for the elderly.

Source:BSRIA UK, Office of National Statistics

The comparable shift in the
urban population was much
smaller.

Figure 32 England and Wales - percentage changes in population distribution,
2001 to 2011
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14. POLITICS AND
ADMINISTRATION
Cities have always played an important role in politics and
their significance increases as countries become more
urbanised, especially in democracies, where the urban
areas represent a large share of voters – frequently the
majority.
The mayors of major cities are frequently figures of
national importance. That is certainly true of cities like
London, Paris, Berlin and New York.
What is more, on many important political issues, the
division between urban and non-urban areas is often

Figure 31 England and
Wales - The urban and
rural population by age,
2011

more salient than ‘traditional’ divisions based on income
or class.
In the 2016 referendum on the UK’s membership of
the EU, the country’s 30 largest cities voted to remain
by more than 55%. In London the figure was 60%. This
was more than offset by the 54.4% voting leave in the
rest of the UK. Of course the picture is somewhat more
complicated in that many of the old industrial cities voted
to leave while some very rural areas voted to remain, but
the overall trend was clear.

Source:BSRIA, UK Electoral Commission

In the case of US politics the division is even more
extreme. Ever since 1928, the country’s biggest cities
have tended to favour the Democratic Party with rural
areas tending to be more Republican. By 2016 the
polarisation was extreme. As figure 34 shows, in 2016
almost all the major cities and conurbations supported
Democrat Hilary Clinton (shown in blue), often by
overwhelming margins in both poorer districts and
affluent ones.

Source:wikimedia Commons

Figure 34 United States presidential
election – results by county

The great majority of rural counties by contrast backed
Donald Trump (shown in red). Trump did well in both
affluent and poorer rural areas. The suburbs tended to
be more evenly balanced.
Other factors in the urban / rural divide also play a role.
In the UK and in the US younger voters were more urban
and more likely to support remaining in the EU and
Hilary Clinton respectively.
These results show that urbanisation can be
accompanied by a polarisation of allegiance between
inner city and rural areas, which can fuel mistrust
and make it harder to govern a country effectively.
The current bitter divisions in both UK and US politics
certainly tend to corroborate this.
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15. THE SMART CITY
The British Standards Institute defines a smart city as one where there is “effective integration of physical, digital and
human systems in the built environment to deliver a sustainable, prosperous and inclusive future for its citizens”.
This is an extremely general definition which comes close to simply asserting that a smart city is one where most
people would be happy to live and work. While almost any aspect of city life can be made “smart” the following are
some of the aspects that are most often considered when assessing a city’s “smartness”.
Figure 35 Key
aspects of a
smart city
SMART PUBLIC
SECURITY

SMART
TELECOMS

SMART
EDUCATION

SMART
TRANSPORT
SMART
GOVERNMENT

KEY ASPECTS OF
A SMART CITY

SMART
HEALTH
SMART
ENERGY

CULTURE

Source:BSRIA

15.1 KEY ASPECTS OF A SMART CITY
15.1.1 Smart Telecoms
Fast, secure reliable communications are essential to
ensuring access to all aspects of the smart city.
15.1.2 Smart Government
By using technology to improve the efficiency of the city’s
governance and administration the city administration
can improve outcomes. Smart technology, such as
safe web access can also improve communication
between the administration and its citizens whether in
routine matters, such as bill payments or in addressing
complaints.

15.1.3 Smart Public Security
Technology can improve targeting of law enforcement
resources, for example by analysing and identifying  
crime hot-spots, and also provide vital intelligence in real
time, for example by intelligent use of surveillance.
15.1.4 Smart Education
This includes both deploying technology to assist in the
education process – for example through online learning
tools, and also the general process of creating “smart”
citizens educated to make the most of a smart city.
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15.1.5 Smart Energy
This can include the implementation of a “smart grid”
which will typically incorporate demand response, where
buildings and consumers can temporarily reduce or shift
their demand for energy at peak times. Other aspects
of smart energy include integration of power generated
on site, for example from solar PV or wind power and
energy storage. It can also encompass managed district
energy systems which make more efficient use of energy,
especially that from renewable sources.
15.1.6 Smart Health
This can include use of smart technology to create a
healthier environment, for example by monitoring
pollution levels and potentially by automatically
triggering responses such as limiting flows of polluting
traffic. It can also include smarter health provision for
example via internet consulting.

15.2 TOWARDS THE SMART TOWN OR
VILLAGE?
While most studies of smart cities focus on larger
conurbations, typically with a population of at least
100,000, it should be obvious that most aspects of a
“smart city” can be extended to sparser and more rural
communities as well. Smaller communities, with smaller
populations and tax bases may lack the resources to
make certain initial investments, but in some respects the
benefits may be more pronounced. For example, a smart
grid may be more effective in a rural environment where
there is greater potential to generate energy on site and a
greater exposure to failures in the wider grid.
Smart technology could also be used to provide transport
services in an area where demand is less regular and less
predictable.

15.1.7 Smart Transport
Smart technology can support public transport for
example by enabling more frequent services to travel
safely, and through intelligent ticketing and billing
systems and improved surveillance. Road transport can
be improved through smarter monitoring of traffic flows,
adjustment of traffic signals, automatic signalling of
parking spaces, smarter road pricing etc.

In countries like the UK, where the rural population
is older, and ageing more rapidly than the urban
population, smart technology has a role to play in
providing services to support the elderly. This can range
from basic monitoring of whether an elderly person
has got out of bed, or fallen over, or whether their vital
signs are healthy, to more visionary ideas such as the
deployment of “robots” as companions.

15.1.8 Culture
Smart technology can provide better access to culture
thorough smarter ticketing systems, online access to
cultural information, real time broadcasting of cultural
events etc.

Smaller communities could also benefit from the ability
to subscribe to smart services without having to fund all
of the initial investment.
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16. TOWARDS
‘THE IDEAL CITY’
This paper has explored some of the key ways in which
urbanisation affects vital concerns such as the economy,
the environment, health and wellbeing, energy,
transport, and the general balance of society. While
the process of urbanisation appears almost inexorable
despite the barriers, society does have some control over
the form that it takes.
The question of whether there is an “ideal size” to a
city is a crude one. Nevertheless, when one compares
different sizes of city some interesting patterns emerge.

BSRIA examined the case of 67 European cities with
populations from under 200,000 to over 10 million, which
were included in the IESE Cities in Motion study (2017).
That study ranked the cities on 10 different dimensions:
social cohesion, environment, urban planning,
governance, the economy, mobility and transportation,
human capital, international impact, technology and
public management.  The cities were ranked against
a global list from one to 190, with one being the best
possible score.
Figure 36 European cities
classifies by size

Source:BSRIA research based on data from IESE cities in motion study 2017

While most European cities did well when compared to
the rest of the world, in most categories the larger cities,
with populations over 2.5 million came out best.  This
applied particularly to the categories where larger cities
have a built-in advantage including:

Smaller cities, with fewer than one million inhabitants,
scored markedly less well on most measures. The two
areas where they do best are:

•

•

•

mobility and transport, where larger cities have
the demand to justify investment.human capital,
where they benefit from a large population to draw
on and also the likely presence of leading academic
institutions..
international impact, with the largest cities being
better known and finding it easier to develop a
strong “global brand”.

•

social cohesion, which is intuitively easier to achieve
in a smaller community.
environment, where it may be easier to address
environmental concerns in the context of a smaller
community.
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17. KEY CONCLUSIONS
•
•

•

•

•

•

Urbanisation is likely to intensify in almost all parts
of the world in the next 30 years, including countries
like the UK which are already highly urbanised.
In poorer countries urbanisation is normally a key
part of the process of wealth creation and reducing
poverty. However, in advanced developed countries,
urbanisation can be associated with high levels of
relative poverty, crime, insecurity and alienation.
While cities are, almost by definition, more densely
populated than rural areas, evidence from across
Europe suggests that a dense, urbanised population
does not inevitably lead to cramped homes. The UK
would do well to learn from the experience of other
countries in this respect.
Cities, when well managed, can both reduce overall
energy consumption and favour more effective use of
energy from waste or renewable energy through such
systems as district heating and district cooling, which
are much less likely to be viable in rural areas.
Cities present particular challenges such as
congestion and pollution, but also offer the
economies of scale that can enable the creation
of efficient mass transit systems. The UK could
also learn from the experience of other European
countries is this respect.
In countries like the UK, the urban population tends
to be younger on average, and the rural-urban age
divide appears to be increasing. This has implications
concerning the housing and services that need to be
provided in both urban and rural areas.

Figure 37 Painting of an ideal city - c. 1470 - artist unknown

•

•
•

While cities have always been politically important,
in some countries such as the UK and the USA the
political division between major urban areas on the
one hand, and small towns and rural communities on
the other, appears to be becoming increasingly sharp,
to some extent replacing the ‘traditional’ divisions
along class and income lines.
This could foster an increasingly polarised society
unless means are found to achieve greater national
consensus, for example through political reform.
The advent of the smart city, while still very loosely
defined, is increasingly having an impact on a wide
range of services in major cities, from transport and
the environment to health and law and order. While
the initial uptake has focussed on cities, much of the
benefits can be extended to small town and rural
communities.

While major cities, especially those with over 2.5 million
inhabits, carry major benefits in terms of economic and
political weight, there are also advantages to living and
working in small to medium sized cities. Urbanisation
does not have to mean an inexorable proliferation of
mega-cities. All the above means that the notion of the
ideal city, as painted by an unknown Italian artist some
550 years ago has, in many ways, not changed that much.

Source: Galleria Nazionale delle Marche Urbino
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Engineering services: Test, compliance and consultancy support services for
clients, designers, constructors, manufacturers and facilities managers
Instrument solutions: Hire, sales and calibration of instruments
Market intelligence: Off the shelf reports, bespoke studies and management
consultancy for global markets
Information and membership: Bookshop, library, training, networks and events

Head Office: Old Bracknell Lane West, Bracknell, Berkshire RG12 7AH UK
T: 0800 254 5700 (UK) or +44 (0) 1344 465 600 | F: +44 (0) 1344 465 626
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