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Abstract 

Urbanization is by no means a new concept in the lexicon of social sciences. Generally 

speaking, it has been identified as a sub-set of training in local government. The focus on 

demographic bias underscores the reason for increased interest in urban areas, particularly 

in recent times. Urban centres play an indispensable role in national development. As such, it 

occupies a strong place in national planning and policy discourse. The objective of this 

paper, therefore, is to identify the challenges facing city life in third world countries in the 

quest to achieve sustainable development. Data for this study were gathered from both 

primary and secondary sources. Primary data were collected through observations and 

interviews, while secondary data were gathered from official records, journals, textbooks and 

internet sources. Content analysis was adopted for the purpose of this study. The study 

anchors on the theory of Urban Bias as a framework for analysis. In summary, the study 

identified that some of the cases of migrations are voluntary while others are not. It 

concludes that rural-urban migration would persist as long as rural-urban inequalities exist. 

The study recommends above all that there is need on the part of government to create 

enabling environment for economic activities to thrive, thereby creating more employment 

opportunities. This in turn bridge rural-urban inequalities, thus, discourage rural-to-urban 

migration in third world countries.  
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Introduction 

The process by which human societies transition from primitive to modern living conditions 

is referred to as urbanization. It also implies a society with an increasing proportion of its 

population residing in urban areas. According to Chen, Zhang, Liu, and Zhang (2014), 

urbanization entails a series of changes from rural to urban styles in terms of industry 

structure, employment, living conditions, and social public services, as well as an increase in 

the population of urban areas. The new urban sociologists proposed a push-pull explanation 

for city growth as the inevitable result of wage differentials and labor adjustments between 

rural and urban areas. However, the story of urbanization of human population is the story of 

change and transformation, change not only in the settlement pattern but change in the 

normative as well as institutional spheres of social life. This gradual but, consistent transition 

is associated with two major problems - „urban crises‟ and „urban crimes‟. Urban crises 

include, but not limited to: ecological challenges, climate change, living congestion, 

infrastructural deficits, waste management problems, traffic congestion, poor hygiene and the 

emergence of low quality housing units (slums). On the other hand, urban crimes are 

associated with: armed robbery, organized crimes, drug addiction and abuse, prostitution, 

proliferation of small arms and light weapons, kidnappings, political assassination, 

misappropriation of public funds, financial frauds and rising rate of unemployment, among 

others. Most countries today are experiencing increased urbanization for a variety of reasons, 

primarily as a result of the persistent rate of rural-urban migration. This shift in the balance of 

rural and urban sectors is closely related to industrialization and changing employment 

patterns, as well as rapid changes in cultural, social, and political conditions around the 

world. Urbanization is a grey-area concept because it cannot be definitively said to be right or 

wrong. The assertion that 'urban poverty' is preferable to 'rural misery' appears to be the most 

widely accepted idea in developing countries around the world, particularly among young 

people. 

The rising rate of urbanization in third-world countries can be attributed to natural population 

growth caused by an increase in birth rate or a decrease in death rate, or both, as well as an 

increase in rural-urban migration. The main cause is thought to be an increase in rural-urban 

migration, which occurs for a variety of reasons, including but not limited to the search for 

greener pastures, better education, access to social amenities, enjoying the fun of city life, and 

so on. This high rate of rural-urban migration is also plagued by corresponding consequences 

such as overpopulation, unemployment, an increase in crime, pollution, and an increase in 

urban slums, among others. This work aims to investigate and delve into urbanization and the 

challenges of city life in third-world countries. 

Conceptual Framework 

Meaning of Urbanization 

The term "urbanization" refers to a shift in the economic, social, and cultural aspects of 

society. Hussain and Imitiyaz (2018) define it as the process of becoming urban and the 

influx of people into urban areas. It is the transition of a society from a rural to an urban way 

of life. Thompson (1935) defined urbanization as the movement of people from communities 

primarily engaged in agricultural activities to other large communities primarily engaged in 

government, trade, manufacturing, and allied interests. According to Voigtlander, 

Breckenkamp, and Razum (2008), urbanization refers to a rate of growth that can be 

quantified by the annual urban growth rate or the increase in the urban population as a 

percentage of the total population. The reason for this transformation, according to Hussain 

and Imitiyaz (2018), is man's natural inclination and innate tendency to progress and move 

forward on the path of development. Urbanization is a natural phenomenon that will occur as 
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the world continues to change and develop. Cities serve numerous functions in all societies. 

They are the focal point of many nations' technological development and economic growth, 

while also serving as a breeding ground for poverty, inequality, environmental hazards, and 

communicable diseases, particularly in third-world countries (Kuddus, Tynan & McBryde, 

2020). In earlier times, urbanization has been closely associated with modernization, but this 

belief has been refuted over time by the high rate of urbanization in third world countries in 

which the indices of modernization such as productive agriculture sector, industrialization, 

formal employment, and balanced rural-urban development are minimal or absent. 

Rural Area 

In general, it is difficult to agree on a precise definition of what constitutes a rural area. This 

is not surprising given that its meaning varies depending on location. Rural areas, on the 

other hand, have a sparse population, are generally homogeneous, and rely heavily on 

agricultural-related activities for survival. Rural areas have little to no administrative 

structures, government services, or other infrastructure. Agriculture and other related 

activities account for the majority of livelihood activities. 

Urban Area 

In contrast, urban areas are characterized by a general heterogeneous population explosion, a 

shift away from agricultural-related activities, and the expansion of city boundaries. It may be 

simple to recognize an urban area when we see one, but defining what an urban area is can be 

difficult. Weeks (2010) defines an urban area as a spatial concentration of people whose lives 

revolve around non-agricultural activities. According to the Centre of Expertise for Urban 

Programming, an urban environment can be broadly defined by population density, 

concentration of administrative bodies and infrastructure, and a diverse set of livelihood and 

income generation activities. What constitutes an urban area varies from country to country. 

Peri-Urban Area 

The impact of urban sprawl has led to the emergence of areas referred to as „Peri-Urban 

areas‟ which are neither urban nor rural areas. These are areas that are in close proximity with 

urban areas and have been influenced by the activities of urban areas but still retain some 

characteristics of rural areas, such as substantial reliance on agricultural production. They are 

usually located at the outskirts of cities and link urban areas with rural areas. 

Emergence of Cities: A Historical Perspective  

There appear to be disagreements about the history of urbanization around the world. Despite 

minor differences in the works of various social historians on this contentious issue, there are 

some points of affinity. According to Mark (2014), urbanization began in Ancient 

Mesopotamia during the Uruk Period (4300-3100 BCE), when one village began to attract 

people from other villages for reasons that have yet to be determined. It is thought to be 

because of the village's prosperity and efficiency at the time. It spread from Mesopotamia to 

Egypt and Greece. Then, gradually, urbanization spread throughout the Western world. 

However, available literatures in political history identified Africa as the cradle of 

urbanization, with the long-standing existence of such traits as: operational decentralization, 

controlled and administered agriculture, as well as planned and contagious pattern of 

settlement which portrays a grid-like attribute of living, staring a number of utilities and basic 

services together. These depict the fundamental features of urban life. The Greeks, being 

close to the Egyptians, were in a position to copy the Egyptians pattern of living. Hence, the 

rudiments of communal living, controlled life and agricultural activities, as well as 
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craftsmanship being developed along these regions. The Greeks adopted the Egyptian pattern 

of public administration and improved upon it. They however moved faster than the 

Egyptians, owing to their cognitive character – a departure from matters of faith to embrace 

rational thinking. Hence, they separated philosophy from religion, and combined religion 

with rationality. While the Egyptians were inclined to 'Fideism' (not questioning religious 

matters), the Greeks began to conquer the pangs of 'Fideism' and thus became the cradle of 

modern civilization. The Europeans, on the other hand, became the Greeks' direct 

descendants. As far back as 8th century BC, the Greeks already had evidence of settled living 

and planning of streets - hence, the 'ancient Greek City-States'. The pattern established by the 

Greeks was copied and improved upon by the Romans. The Greeks invented city planning, 

which the Romans improved upon. During the reign of the Roman Empire, streets and other 

aspects of urban planning were established. 

Urbanization in Third-World Countries 

The rate of urbanization has been increasing at an exponential rate, and this trend is expected 

to continue. According to the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

Population Division, only about 30% of the world's population lived in cities in 1950, but this 

had increased to 55% by 2018 (United Nations, 2018). In the 1950s, the rate of urbanization 

in the third world began to rise, particularly in Africa and Asia; by 1985, about 16% of the 

third-world population lived in cities, and by 1990, it had risen to around 30%. In the 1960s, 

third-world countries accounted for approximately 38% of the urban population; by 1975, 

this figure had risen to more than half of the global urban population. 

Historical data and statistics show that almost all developed countries have higher GDP per 

capita levels as well as higher levels of urbanization. Several studies have found that the level 

of urbanization is closely related to the level of GDP per capita (Chen, Zhang, Liu and 

Zhang, 2014). However, there appears to be a shift in global urbanization, with an increasing 

rate of urbanization in developing and third-world countries. Africa and Asia are expected to 

urbanize faster than the other continents. They are expected to reach 56% and 64% of urban 

dwellers, respectively, by the middle of the twenty-first century (Potsion, 2010). 

The rate of urbanization differs between developed and third-world countries. Whereas 

urbanization in the industrialized countries took many decades, allowing a gradual emergence 

of economic, social and political institutions to deal with the problems of such 

transformation, the process in developing countries is occurring far more quickly amid higher 

population growth, lower incomes, and fewer opportunities for international migration. 

Kasarda & Crenshaw, 1991) observed that third world countries are experiencing an urban 

explosion. According to Nardoto, Svirejeva-Hopkin and Martinelli (2010) in cities of some 

developed countries, urban population might stabilize or even slightly decrease as time 

progresses. Henderson & Turner (2020) maintained that urbanization was happening too 

“early” in some third world countries especially in Sub-Saharan Africa where countries are 

urbanizing at a historically low level of income. They cited that urbanizing while poor can 

pose tremendous challenges to governance as urbanizing comes with a lot of negative 

externalities which these poor countries may not be efficient enough to address. Addressing 

these negative externalities requires expensive transportation infrastructures, good sewage 

systems, safe water supply, institutions to collect taxes, keep order and govern land, etc. 

which may be beyond the capacity of these poor countries to handle.  

A high urbanization rate means that people are living in large groups. Once people have 

decided to live in large groups, they must find appropriate solutions to problems such as 

https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/search/q=author:%22Svirejeva-Hopkin%2C+Anastasia%22&sort=date%20desc,%20bibcode%20desc
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housing, employment, health, education, water supply, energy, transportation, and so on. 

However, attempting to find solutions in all of these areas while the population continues to 

grow rapidly harms the environment. This is especially true for third-world countries. This 

rapid rate of urbanization has resulted in third-world countries experiencing massive urban 

crises on a scale that their advanced counterparts have never experienced during their main 

period of urban growth. According to the United Nations Population Division, (2001), the 

urban and rural populations of a country can change as a result of births, deaths, migration 

and reclassification of areas resulting from changes of the boundaries defining urban and 

rural areas but the major cause of urban growth in third-world countries can be attributed to 

rural-urban migration. 

Rural-Urban Migration in Third World Countries: Trends and Implications  

Over the last decade, rural-urban migration has become a common phenomenon in third-

world countries, contributing to the rapid urbanization of these countries. Rural-urban 

migration is a shift in the spatial distribution of a country's population over time, in this case 

from rural to urban areas. It entails the permanent or semi-permanent movement of people 

from rural to urban areas (Eze, 2015). According to Ajaero and Onokala (2013), rural-urban 

migration is primarily driven by perceived or real opportunities in urban areas as a result of 

rural-urban wealth disparities. This inequality stems from an immense concentration of 

wealth, assets, purchasing capacity, economic activities and other services in urban areas and 

the ceaseless neglects and degradation of rural areas. The rationale for migration differs from 

person to person depending on the circumstances that propelled the decision to migrate. Reda 

et al, (2012) avers that migration is now becoming a livelihood strategy worldwide. Rural-

urban migration according to Eze, (2014) it‟s not just geared towards improving the 

livelihood and standard of living of the migrants but also that of those being left behind in 

rural areas. The migrants usually remits funds to the rural areas for purposes of  loan 

repayment, food, clothing, health care, etc. for their parents, children or other relatives and 

sometimes they also contribute resources to development projects such as building of roads, 

hospitals, schools etc. and also scholarships for students in their rural areas of origin .  In 

addition to that, the migrants also work towards bringing over to the urban areas those they 

left behind in the rural areas. Therefore migration serves as a catalyst in the transformation 

process of not only the destiny of individual migrants but also the conditions of family 

members left behind.  According to Malik (2015), migrations from rural to urban areas are 

more of a household decision rather than an individual decision.  

 Studies have shown that there are several other reasons for rural-urban migration in third 

world countries such as the desire to enjoy the bustling and fun of city life, better education, 

access to better amenities, some persons even migrate in search of life partners etc. The 

continuous exodus of able bodied youth to urban areas in search for greener pastures, leads to 

the occupancy of rural areas by the infants and the ageing population who may not be capable 

to engage adequately in agricultural activities in rural areas, thereby reducing the growth of 

agriculture with its adverse effects on the economy. 

This increasing migration from rural areas to urban areas tends to have negative 

consequences in third world countries as most of these countries are not capable enough to 

cater for this teeming population in the cities. Historically, migration across city boundaries 

was to enable surplus labour to be taken gradually from the rural areas to provide workforce 

for industries in the urban areas and therefore aid industrialization and economic growth. 

However, over time, the rate of rural-urban migration has quickly outweighed the rate of job 

availability in developing and underdeveloped countries with overstretched available social 
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and infrastructural facilities in the urban areas (Kanu & Ukonze, 2018). Adamtey & Yajalin, 

(2018) pointed out that urban growth most especially in Sub-Saharan and Western Asia occur 

majorly in city slums, where new city residents face the problems of overcrowding, 

inadequate housing and a lack of water and sanitation, etc.  

Causes of Rural-Urban Migration 

Rural-urban migration is necessitated by a number of factors. Rural-urban migration may be 

prompted by voluntary forces or involuntary forces. Involuntary or forced migrations occur 

when the migrant is a coerced to move irrespective of their own desires, views or choice. 

Examples include ethno-religious crises, conflicts and wars, political strife, family and land 

disputes, conflicts with neighbours etc. Voluntary migration on the other hand is willful 

movement by a migrant. Examples include better housing conditions, rural land tenure and 

inheritance patterns, better education opportunities, better health services, extreme poverty 

etc.  

The factors culminating into rural-urban migration also span through the demerits of residing 

in rural areas and the merits of residing in urban areas. According to Bukar, Mohammed & 

Ngada (2021), there is a push-pull notion directly linked to the reasons for rural-urban 

migration. The push factors are a negative reinforcement to leave the home land at individual 

level or family level; this entails what pushes people away from rural areas. Whereas pull 

factors are the magnetizing characteristics of the destination areas in this instance, the urban 

areas, this embodies what pulls people to urban areas. The push factors causing rural urban 

migration includes dearth of jobs and social opportunities, poor healthcare, lack of sanitation, 

clean water and electricity, natural disasters, wars, agricultural problems etc. While the push 

factors include better job opportunities, better education, government security, improved 

healthcare services, perceived better quality of life, etc. 

Urbanization in Third World Countries: Issues, Challenges and Prospects 

Third-world urbanization is typically associated with a slew of issues and consequences, as 

these countries are frequently unable to meet the demands of an exponentially growing urban 

population. Most people migrate to cities in search of a better life than they had in their rural 

homelands, which, more often than not, proves to be a mirage. The majority of urban 

dwellers are employed in the informal sector, and thus irregularly employed, as a result of the 

formal sector's inability to provide job and employment opportunities to the teeming urban 

population. This leads to an increase in intra-city inequalities, with a widening gap between 

the rich and the poor.  These informal sector workers are typically paid pitiful wages, 

resulting in poverty. According to (Zhang, 2015), this heavy reliance on the informal sector 

erodes the tax base and reduces the government's financial capacity to provide social security 

and services to the urban poor. Government employment policies in urban areas can 

sometimes have a negative impact as a result of urbanization caused by rural-urban 

migration. This occurs when such employment policies entice people in rural areas and 

motivate them to migrate to urban areas in order to benefit from such policies, resulting in a 

demand for employment that exceeds supply and leads to an increase in unemployment rather 

than a reduction in it. 

Another notable consequence of urbanization in third-world countries is the expansion of 

urban slums. The majority of urban slum settlers worldwide live in third-world countries. 

This is largely due to the government's inability to meet the housing needs of the growing 

urban population. According to Morakinyo, Ogunrayewa, Koleosho, and Adenubi (2012), a 

slum is a term used to describe informal settlements within cities that have insufficient 
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housing, squalid living conditions, and are generally unsanitary. They are mostly 

overcrowded, with many people crammed into small living areas. Water, sanitation, waste 

collection, street lighting, and other municipal services are typically unavailable in these 

settlements. Teklemariam (2018) posits that what entails a slum actually differs from place 

and that loosely describing it as an informal settlement is not a justifiable means to describe 

the people and the conditions of all those living in slums as not all slums are characterized by 

crime, diseases, etc. and that the common feature is that they reflect the poverty of the 

marginalized urban population. This assertion can be very right but the situation of slums in 

third world countries being the focus of this discourse very much fits into the supposed loose 

description of slums. 

Another consequence of urbanization in third world countries is the issue of environmental 

degradation. According to Uttara, Bhuvandas & Aggarwal (2012) some of the most emerging 

environmental issues resulting from urbanization includes, climate change, deforestation, 

pollution, fresh water scarcity, etc. Less developed countries are usually characterized by 

poor institutional qualities, low adaptive capacity, and disproportionate reliance on natural 

resources. These issues can only be worsened by urbanization in these third world countries. 

Most urban areas in third world countries are characterized by overcrowding with lots of 

vehicles plying the roads and releasing carbon (II) oxide which is a major cause of air 

pollution. Also poor families who use solid fuels such as biomas and coal due to lack of 

proper cooking facilities and poor ventilation are usually exposed to indoor air pollution 

(Voigtlander, Breckenkamp & Razum, 2008).  

Urbanization in third world countries is also associated with high crime rate. Ghani, (2017) 

pointed out that the nature of crime in these urban areas are actually not uniform, in some 

areas property crime is more common while in others crimes against persons are prevalent. 

The high level of unemployment occasioned by overpopulation of urban areas in third world 

countries and the dearth of job opportunities leaves a huge number of the urban population 

especially those in the slums doing nothing with some of them turning to crimes and vices of 

different kinds to survive, such as drug trafficking, stealing, human trafficking, kidnapping, 

prostitution, murder, assault, etc. According to Randriamihanta & Yideng (2018) 

overpopulation, unemployment, poverty, bad governance, poor resources, improper 

implementation of laws, etc. are the major reasons for the increase of crime rate in third 

world countries, they also averred that crime is usually highly associated with the poor. From 

their assertion it could be deduced that, that could the reason for higher crime rates in the 

urban areas of developing countries. Crime and violence are known to lead to a wide range of 

social, economic and psychological problems to individuals, communities and even nations at 

large (Commins, 2011). In most urban slums asides high mortality rates resulting from crimes 

and violence, a high level of violence in a locality also affects the mental health of its 

residents because fear, critical life events, a lack of control over resources and social support, 

increase the risk of suffering from depression (Stephens & Stair, 2007). According to Zhang 

(2015) prevalence of crime and violence in certain parts of urban cities serves as a deterrent 

to investments.  

Urban cities in third world countries are also plagued with transportation problems. These 

cities are usually characterized by high level of traffic which leads to increase in air pollution, 

wastage of hours and fuel, traffic accidents, etc. These lead to exorbitant cost of travel 

especially for the low and middle income class and increase the amount of private cars on the 

road thereby exacerbating the whole situation (Abanyam & Dankano, 2019).  These problems 

are also aggravated by poorly-planned and overburdened urban transport system 

(Voigtlander, Breckenkamp & Razum, 2008). Poor urban transport system tends to be more 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nishi-Bhuvandas
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detrimental to the poor urban dwellers as most often they can only afford to reside in areas 

that are difficult, costly and time-consuming to access. Also, Soh (2012) posits that secondary 

relationships which arise in urban areas due to the increase in its population with people from 

diverse origins usually leads to family breakups, alcoholism, crimes and other negative 

aspects of urban lives. 

Theoretical Framework 

Over time, several theories of urbanization have been propounded. For the purpose of this 

study, the theory of “Urban Bias” was adopted as a framework for analysis. The theory of 

urban bias was propounded by Michael Lipton in 1977. Lipton propounded this theory to 

describe the poverty and inequalities in developing countries.  He defined urban bias as „the 

tendency of public authorities and private persons to allocate, and their disposition to justify, 

for large urban areas, proportions of developmental or welfare-generating resources in excess 

of any reasonable norm of either efficiency or well-being‟. This theory avers that politicians 

favour urban areas at the expense of their rural counterparts. Governments extract revenues 

from rural cash crop farmers in order to finance urban industrialization projects and buy off 

the support of the urban poor to secure their political survival. Hence, pro-urban bias will be a 

persistent feature of many developing economies, as long as political structures placed to 

favour urban areas exists.  

Lipton stated that the rural dwellers are harshly taxed and the revenue used for urban pursuits. 

In modern times this may not be completely the case as urban bias no longer necessarily 

entail harsh taxation on the rural areas but basically concentration of basic amenities and 

other indices of development in urban areas with a huge neglect of urban areas on the part of 

politicians. The inequality arising from urban bias has made urban areas enticing and the 

rural areas less desirable therefore encouraging the mass exodus of rural dwellers from rural 

areas to urban areas in developing countries thereby resulting to urbanization and its 

attendant consequences and a has continuously left the rural areas in a deplorable state. 

In line with the above assertions, the effects of urban bias in developing countries of the 

world are worrisome. It has resulted in an observable bias in the demographic composition of 

both rural and urban areas, leading to „rural neglect‟ and „urban decay‟ caused by 

overcrowding of cities. Other adverse implications include: a strain in available amenities, 

decline in agricultural activities and unprecedented rise in unemployment rate, particularly in 

the urban areas.  

Summary of Findings 

From the foregoing, we can rightly deduce that the growth of urbanization in the developed 

western world was a result of the emergence of industrialization and development and at that 

time urbanization can largely be attributed to industrialization and development of the 

societies. But on the contrary, the rapid increase in the rate of urbanization third world 

countries amid poverty and underdevelopment rebutted this belief. It was discovered that 

towards the end of the 20th century, urbanization in the third world is rapidly growing at a 

pace much more than what was experienced by their developed counterparts, caused by rural-

urban migration. Rural-urban migration in third world countries are triggered by a number of 

factors. Some of the migrations are voluntary while others are not. Some of the reasons for 

involuntary migration include: ethno religious crises, climate change, war, etc. while some 

other persons migrate voluntarily in search of better employment opportunities, education, 

improved health care, the thrills of city life etc. Urbanization in third world countries, like in 

other parts of the world, comes with its attendant consequences which usually were as a 
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consequence of third world countries urbanizing poor and thereby urbanizing beyond the 

capacity of the government to manage urbanization properly and maximize its benefits while 

minimizing its negative impacts.  

Conclusion  

In today's world, urbanization has become the norm. It occurs in both developed and 

developing countries, but developed countries have learned to manage the challenges 

associated with it, thereby reducing its negative consequences. Developing countries, on the 

other hand, lack the capacity to deal with the negative externalities associated with 

urbanization, and thus suffer the many negative consequences of urbanization. As a result, 

one can rightly conclude that urbanization is not a bad thing in and of itself, but the problem 

arises when a country urbanizes poor. Despite the negative consequences of urbanization in 

developing countries, the rate of urbanization will continue to rise due to the persistent rate of 

rural-urban migration. Rural-urban migration would continue as before. 

Recommendations 

At the end of this study, the following recommendations are considered vital: 

 Government at all levels should articulate suitable policies aimed at discouraging 

rural-to-urban migrations in third world countries 

 There is need for improved rural infrastructure to enhance rural living and to bridge 

rural-urban inequalities 

 There is need for Public Private Partnership especially in the area of commercial 

agriculture and agricultural extension services, particularly at the grassroots. This will 

in turn boost food production and absorb the teeming population of young people.  

 Government should create the enabling environment for economic activities to thrive, 

thereby creating more employment opportunities.  

 There is also the need for value orientation, to sensitize the young people on the 

benefits attached to residing in the rural areas, as against urban poverty.  
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