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Abstract: Since the reform and opening up in China, rapid urbanization has boosted the de-
velopment of economy and society, but it has also been confronted by tremendous challenges. 
Multidisciplinary research has focused on the issue of a national new type of urbanization 
planning, leading to a transformation of China’s urbanization strategy. Further research, 
however, is needed to explore the theoretical basis for this new approach to urbanization. 
This paper summarizes the process of development of urbanization in China and describes its 
specific characteristics, including peri-urbanization, special national conditions, complicated 
factors, and governance system. China’s urbanization makes a great contribution to urbani-
zation on a world scale. Moreover, the literature on the subject demonstrates the significance 
of urbanization to the discipline of human and economic geography and the scientific con-
notations of new urbanization, which is people-oriented, harmonious, inclusive, and sustain-
able. Against a background of humanism, new urbanization represents a transformation from 
population urbanization to people-oriented urbanization. There are six crucial scientific issues 
involved: people-oriented urbanization and equalization of basic public services; urbanization 
with integrated and coordinated urban and rural development; urbanization in the context of 
resources and environmental carrying capacity and climate change; diverse regional modes; 
spatial effect and mechanism; and big data and technical innovation. The paper aims to illus-
trate the theoretical framework of China’s new urbanization, providing references for both 
theoretical research and policy formulation. 

Keywords: new urbanization; Chinese characteristics; theoretical connotations; people-oriented urbanization; 
sustainable urbanization 

1  Introduction 
Urbanization is an inevitable trend in economic and social development. Since the reform 
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and opening-up in China, rapid urbanization has led to great economic and social develop-
ment, with improvements in the lives of both the urban and rural populations. In the 1990s, 
the dominant view was that China needed to conform to the worldwide trend and implement 
a strategy of accelerating urbanization, and indeed China’s urbanization rate rose from 30% 
to 36% during the period from 1996 to 2000. It was partly on the basis of this strategy that 
local governments pursued policies of rapid urbanization. In both government reports and 
the research literature, the rapid growth in the urbanization rate is regarded as an important 
achievement. However, continuous high-speed urbanization has gradually come to be con-
sidered as a rash choice (Lu and Yao, 2007; Lu et al., 2007), with the continued expansion of 
urban agglomerations coming into conflict with the constraints imposed by limited resources 
(Fan et al., 2013). 

Scholars in the fields of human and economic geography, resources and environmental 
science, and urban regional science have conducted in-depth research on the cognition of 
urbanization laws (Xue and Zhen, 2001; Zhou, 2006; Gu and Wu, 2008; Fang and Wang, 
2011; Yao et al., 2011; Chen, 2012; Chen et al., 2013; Jin, 2013; Chen et al., 2014b; Li and 
Luo, 2014), the problems in urbanization of different types of districts (Zhang, 2004; Chai et 
al., 2011; Luo et al., 2012; Fan et al., 2013b; Zhang and Du, 2013; Fang, 2014), the urbani-
zation patterns in different regions (Liu and Yang, 2012; Chen et al., 2013b; 2014a; Gao et 
al., 2014), and the dynamic mechanism of urbanization (Ning, 1998; Chen et al., 2009; Liu 
and Li, 2009; Chen, 2012; Wei et al., 2013; Zhou and Ye, 2013a; Liu and Jin, 2014; Chen et 
al., 2015). These studies have had an important influence on the production of the National 
New Urbanization Plan (2014–2020) (NNUP). This plan represents a major adjustment in 
the direction of development of urbanization in China. The view that the accelerated ur-
banization elsewhere in the word should lead to implementation of a similar strategy in 
China has gradually disappeared from government documents and reports. The general con-
sensus has become that there should be a greater focus on the quality of urbanization, and 
the development goal has become a new type of people-oriented urbanization. Even some of 
those experts who still insist that China’s urbanization level is lagging now hold the view 
that this is due to the slow pace of peasants’ integration into urban life rather than to a low 
rate of urbanization of the population. This kind of lagging urbanization is essentially not 
contradictory, and indeed is even consistent with our view. 

The new urbanization strategy is based on a review and adjustment of the previous ap-
proach, and also forms a starting point for research into the practical application of urbani-
zation in China. However, how to further promote healthy and sustainable urbanization re-
mains an important academic issue. Human and economic geography is obviously interdis-
ciplinary in nature, constituting a discipline that deals with real-world issues and plays an 
important role in national strategic decision-making and social practice (Liu, 2014). Geog-
raphers’ knowledge structure also plays an important role in studies of urbanization (Lu, 
2013). At the same time, human and economic geography is also influenced by Western cen-
tralism. On the one hand, since the advent of reform and opening up, the concepts, theories, 
and paradigms of urbanization introduced in the Chinese academic community have mostly 
come from the West, and are mainly based on Western urbanization and its experience with 
economic and social development. On the other hand, there is a barrier to publication in 
world-class journals and thus to accessibility imposed by the constraint that only those who 
conform to mainstream views and the theoretical paradigm of Western human and economic 
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geography can be recognized as “orthodox” (He and Huang, 2017). The limitations of this 
direct borrowing of Western urbanization theories and paradigms have also become increas-
ingly evident. The evolutionary mechanism of urbanization with Chinese characteristics is 
much more complicated than that of urbanization in developed countries and regions. The 
Western model is not completely suitable and is even inconsistent with the reality of China's 
urbanization and urban development (Zhou and Ye, 2013b). Starting from China’s national 
conditions and practical issues, it is very important to introduce Western theories with a critical 
eye, strengthen theoretical self-confidence and self-awareness, and promote urbanization re-
search on the basis of scientific norms, interdisciplinary intersections, and the introduction of 
new methods (Miao, 1999; He et al., 2014; Li et al., 2014; Xue and Wang, 2014). 

The practice of China’s new approach to urbanization has also provided valuable research 
materials and opportunities. The most urgent problem to be solved is how to understand new 
urbanization in a scientific manner. Obviously, “new” here is not simply a contrast to “old”, 
but has to be seen in the context of what was done in the past. What exactly is different from 
the past? What are the theoretical connotations of the new urbanization? On the basis of a 
summary of the uniqueness of China’s urbanization, this paper describes its contributions 
and its significance, analyzes its theoretical connotations, and proposes important topics that 
need to be focused on in the future. The aim is to present a scientific understanding of new 
urbanization with Chinese characteristics and thus provide ideas for reference concerning 
the successful implementation of the NNUP.  

2  The uniqueness, world contribution, and academic significance of ur-
banization with Chinese characteristics 

2.1  The uniqueness of urbanization with Chinese characteristics 

(1) The giant scroll of urbanization with Chinese characteristics. China’s urbanization 
process is surging forward with great momentum, and China has experienced the greatest 
transformations of farmers to citizens and of rural to urban areas in human history. The 
speed and scale of these transformations is striking. Looking back on the urbanization proc-
ess over the past 30 years, the number of cities has increased constantly. The scale of cities 
has been expanding, and the urbanization rate has risen rapidly from 24.52% in 1986 to 
57.35% in 2016, with an average annual growth rate of 1.1 percentage points. The urban 
population has rapidly tripled from 260 million to 790 million: a net increase of 530 million. 
At the same time, the rural population has dropped by 220 million from 810 million to 590 
million. In addition, the area of construction land has grown rapidly from 10,161 km2 in 1986 
to 52,761 km2 in 2016, an increase by a factor of 5.2. From these facts, we can see that the 
speed and scale of China’s urbanization are unprecedented. At the 19th CPC National Con-
gress in 2017, in a review of the brilliant achievements since the 18th Congress, it was pointed 
out that the urbanization rate had increased by an average of 1.2% per year and that more than 
80 million people from agricultural communities had been transformed into urban residents. 

(2) Migrant workers like migratory birds and semi-urbanization characteristics. The 
characteristics of semi-urbanization are mainly reflected in their social and spatial aspects. 
From the social point of view, groups of migrant workers have spread out like migratory 
birds, which has led to a number of problems, such as the women, elderly, and children left 



1684  Journal of Geographical Sciences 

 

behind in the countryside, a problem that is exacerbated yearly by the Chinese Spring Festi-
val travel rush. The number of migrant workers in China continues to grow. In 2016, the 
total number of migrant workers reached 281.71 million, an increase of 4.24 million over the 
previous year. Of these, 112.37 million were classed as “local workers.” Migrant workers were 
regarded as resident populations of towns. However, in reality, the living standards of most of 
this group did not achieve urban levels, nor did they generally become involved in urban soci-
ety. From a spatial perspective, there is a specific semi-urbanized landscape where “villages 
are like towns while towns are like villages” (Liu et al., 2004). In addition, the urban–rural gap 
has widened in the process of urbanization, with rural areas facing the risk of becoming va-
cant. 

(3) The particularity of China’s basic national conditions and the limited livable space. 
There are huge variations in natural conditions among the different regions of China. Gener-
ally speaking, there are three levels of terrain in China. The Qinghai–Tibet Plateau is the 
highest level, with an average elevation of more than 4000 meters, a cold climate, and low 
population density. To the east of Daxinganling (Da Hinggan Mountains), Taihang Mountain, 
and Funiu Mountain there is generally the lowest terrain in China, mostly plains and hills 
below 500 meters. It mainly comprises the eastern coastal areas, the northeastern regions, 
and the central regions, with good hydrothermal conditions. The intermediate level of terrain 
includes plateaus and basins with altitude ranging mostly from 2000 to 1000 meters. Corre-
spondingly, three major natural areas have formed: the eastern monsoon climate zone, the 
northwest arid and semi-arid zone, and the Qinghai–Tibet alpine zone. The three major lev-
els of terrain and the three major natural areas determine the macroscopic framework and 
basic structure in which China’s urbanization and the corresponding economic and social 
activities proceed. It should be noted that there are many mountainous areas in China and 
relatively little flat land. About 60% of the land area comprises mountains and plateaus, and 
therefore the livable land area is limited. 

(4) Synchronous interweaving of factors of influence and the complexity of the system. 
China has specific national cultural and historical traditions, which have been formed at 
specific times and against specific institutional backgrounds. Consequently, it has experi-
enced complex processes of urbanization and economic growth, influenced by a range of 
intertwined factors. Over the years, various new factors have emerged, such as economic 
globalization, innovations in technology (including the information technology revolution), 
great improvements in transportation, and the rapid development of service industries. To 
advance, urbanization needs to proceed alongside and in cooperation with industrialization, 
developments in information technology, agricultural modernization, and greening. 

(5) Unique governance system and institutional mechanisms. An important feature of 
China’s urbanization is the government-led urbanization model. By formulating laws, regu-
lations, public policies, and other means, this promotes, guides, and regulates the urbaniza-
tion process and plays a fundamental and leading role in rural-to-urban population migration, 
urban agglomeration, internal structural adjustments and external expansion of urban areas, 
competition and coordination between cities, and regulation of urban–rural relations. The 
government plays at least four roles in the process of urbanization, including the formulation 
of urbanization strategies, the supply of urbanization systems, the implementation of new 
urban construction, and the evaluation of urbanization performance. A series of urbaniza-
tion-related governance policies, represented by the household registration system, land 
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ownership, and the government’s monopoly on the land development market, have indeed 
played an important role in certain stages. However, at present, the formulation of such poli-
cies must take account of different degrees of change, innovation, and the need for im-
provements to adapt to new developments in urbanization. 

2.2  The great contribution of China’s urbanization to the world 

Between 1986 and 2016, the world urbanization rate rose from 41.5% to 54.3%, an increase 
of 12.8 percentage points in 30 years. At the same time, China’s urbanization rate rose rap-
idly from 24.52% to 57.35%, changing from a level far below the world average to surpass it. 
These figures have been obtained using the method of calculating the contribution rate given 
by Cao and Liu (2011), according to which the change in the world urbanization rate during 
the study period is given by 
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where the world urbanization rates at the beginning and end of the study period are respec-
tively denoted by U and U*, the corresponding urban populations by C and C*, and the cor-
responding total populations by P and P*. The index i labels the countries involved in this 
study. The contribution of country i to the increase in the world urbanization rate during the 
study period is given by 
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From 1986 to 2016, China has made the greatest contribution to the world urbanization 
rate, namely, 42.32%. In the same period, the remaining nine of the top ten countries with 
the most urban population in the world were India, Brazil, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, 
Pakistan, the United States, Japan, and Russia, with contribution rates of 14.91%, 3.21%, 
7.73%, 1.95%, 5.89%, 3.49%, −0.67%, −2.27% and −5.38%, respectively. The contribution 
rate from other countries as a whole is 28.77%, which is far below that of China. If we 
consider this issue in different periods, then, from 1986 to 2000, China’s contribution rate 
increased from 40.51% to 47.9%; from 2000 to 2005, it showed a slow downward trend; and 
from 2005 to 2016, it showed a significant downward trend, from 45.26% to 35.81%, but 
still maintained a high rate of more than 35% (Figure 1). In addition, the world’s urban 
population nearly doubled from 2.036 billion in 1986 to 4.027 billion in 2016. The Asian 
urban population increased from 876 million in 1986 to 2.132 billion in 2016. From 1986 to 
2016, China’s urban population increased by 531 million, accounting for more than a quarter 
(26.69%) of the world’s new urban population, and not far off a half (42.29%) of the new 
urban population in Asia. 

Thus, China’s urbanization has undoubtedly been an important part of world urbanization, 
and indeed the main driving force in the past 30 years. The development of urbanization has 
also promoted the growth and recovery of the world economy. In the future, China will still 
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Figure 1  Contributions of different countries to global urbanization from 1986 to 2016 
 

have hundreds of millions of the agricultural population moving to cities. This will have a 
positive and far-reaching impact on China and on the world as well. China’s urbanization is 
generating tremendous opportunities for development, but also, of course, is faced with the 
challenges of sustainable development. From a global perspective, China’s urbanization is in 
an intermediate stage of development. On the one hand, urbanization in developed regions 
such as Europe and the United States has entered a mature stage, with rich accumulated 
experience in the associated approaches, models, and technologies. China must actively 
learn from this experience, which can provide inspiration for China’s new urbanization. On 
the other hand, China’s urbanization level is higher than that of some underdeveloped 
countries. With regard to the aspects of urbanization development, poverty alleviation, 
employment promotion, infrastructure improvement, and economic growth, the history and 
experience of China’s urbanization has provided a good model and example for under-
developed countries and regions around the world. Of course, the difficulties and challenges 
faced by China’s high-speed urbanization can also provide a reference to allow these 
countries and regions to avoid some detours and pitfalls. Thus, global cooperation with 
regard to urbanization has good prospects, and China plays an important role in this process. 

2.3  Disciplinary significance 

Urbanization research is interdisciplinary in nature. In recent years, the number of research 
papers on urbanization in the SCI/SSCI literature library and the CNKI core journal litera-
ture database have generally increased at a rapid rate (Figure 2a). Among these, the number 
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of urbanization papers included in SCI/SSCI has increased considerably since 1995, reach-
ing 480 in 2017; the number of urbanization papers included in the CNKI library has also 
increased significantly since 2000, reaching a peak of 2741 in 2014. However, since then, an 

 

 
 

Figure 2  Statistical analysis of literature on urbanization from 1992 to 2017 
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interesting phenomenon has appeared: since the release of the NNUP, the number of relevant 
studies in the CNKI library has dropped significantly. The main reason for this may be that 
urbanization research in China has entered a new phase, with the difficulty and depth of this 
research both increasing. From the perspective of disciplinary distribution, CNKI’s papers 
on urbanization are mainly concentrated in macroeconomic management and sustainable 
development, agricultural economics, economic reform, environmental science and resource 
utilization, architecture, demography, sociology, and industrial economics (Figure 2b). The 
urbanization-related papers included in SCI/SSCI mainly cover the fields of environmental 
sciences, ecology, urban studies, geography, resources, economics, meteorology, geo-
sciences, planning development, and public environment (Figure 2c). This highlights the 
important academic significance and value of urbanization as a topic of great current sig-
nificance, with aspects involving multiple disciplines: geography, planning, resources sci-
ence, economics, demography, urban studies, and geosciences. 

From the perspective of geography, especially human and economic geography, the aca-
demic significance of urbanization issues is particularly prominent. Geography focuses on 
the interaction and feedback between human and nature on the epigeosphere (Wu, 1991). 
Rapid economic and social development has greatly changed China’s natural structure and 
its socio-economic structure, with environmental changes now being governed predomi-
nantly by human activities rather than by natural phenomena (Lu and Cai, 2001). Urbaniza-
tion is a major aspect of both national and regional development (Lu, 2013). It is an inte-
grated geographical process dominated by the most important human activities on the sur-
face of the Earth. The mechanism of interaction between humans and nature is complex. In 
this context, it is important to bring in Western theories in a critical manner, strengthen 
theoretical concepts and innovations, seek theoretical breakthroughs, and promote and de-
velop quantitative modeling methods (Liu et al., 2014; Zhen et al., 2015; Gu et al., 2017). 
Owing to the unique way in which urbanization has proceeded in China and its great contri-
bution to urbanization on a worldwide scale, extremely rich and fertile soil has been pro-
vided for urbanization research in China. To summarize the experience and lessons of ur-
banization in a timely manner, there is an urgent need for multidisciplinary collaboration in 
China to gradually establish independent theoretical methods and cultural self-confidence in 
new urbanization with Chinese characteristics, with the aim of founding an internationally 
influential and multidisciplinary subject area and catching up with and indeed playing a 
leading role in the international academic community. 

3  The connotations of new urbanization theory 
The theoretical connotations of new urbanization include at least four aspects, namely, hu-
manism, harmonism, inclusiveness, and sustainability, and it involves a transformation from 
“urbanization of population” to “urbanization of people,” with a corresponding transforma-
tion from structuralism to humanism. 

3.1  Humanism 

The new urbanization reflects the transformation of the value concept of urbanization from 
structuralism to humanism. Structuralism emphasizes the state of determining and being 
determined that exists in interconnected elements of things. Although post-structuralism has 
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inherited the link of structuralism to the relationship of things, it rejects the concepts of de-
cision, domination, and a solidified and grand structure, and instead bases itself on the idea 
of diverse and evolving processes (Cresswell, 2013). Humanism explores the development 
of human beings, individually and collectively. Humanistic geography thus has two funda-
mental aspects: at the individual level, it emphasizes the spatial relationships among values, 
personality, feelings, psychology, and geography; at the cultural level, it emphasizes he rela-
tionships among history, philosophy, social and organizational behavior, economics, political 
groupings, and geography (Tuan, 1976; Ye et al., 2014). Of the two contemporary academic 
schools in Western geography, structural geography pays more attention to social structural 
dynamics, while humanistic geography arises from the understanding of individual emotions 
and values and their relationship to spatial senses on different scales (Zhou et al., 2011). In 
this context, the development of urbanization should reflect the three vital benefits of a peo-
ple-oriented approach, namely, identity, security, and incentives (Porteous, 1976). This hu-
manistic concept permeates all relevant events. Structuralism and humanism, if taken as 
mutually complementary approaches, allow for the development of more open and inclusive 
ideas and thereby an ideological renewal. These ideas have also profoundly enriched the 
theoretical connotations of urbanization. In particular, the ideas of multi-scale “deconstruc-
tion–reconstruction” and “people-orientation” have laid a solid ideological foundation for 
the transformation of “population urbanization” to “people-oriented urbanization.” 

3.2  Harmonism 

Urbanization is a process of transformation from a traditional agricultural society to a mod-
ern urban society, involving many elements, such as population concentration in urban areas, 
and therefore there is a corresponding economic transformation to a non-agricultural econ-
omy as well as a transformation of the landscape. Urbanization is a multidimensional com-
plex process in social space (Friedmann, 2006). Owing to the comprehensive nature of ur-
banization, its multidimensional elements, such as population, land, economy, and society, 
must be coordinated. Studies have shown that in the process of rapid urbanization in China, 
the main feature is the rapid evolution of economic growth and regional landscape, followed 
by population urbanization, and finally changes in healthcare in social urbanization. The 
subsystems involved in urbanization, such as population, economy, society, and land, also 
have different characteristics at different stages (Chen et al., 2009). The NNUP issued by 
China in 2014 clearly points out the prominent contradictions that have arisen in rapid ur-
banization in the past. Among these, the first is the difficulty faced by a large number of ag-
ricultural migrant workers in integrating into urban society, such that the process of “citi-
zenization” lags behind. The second is that “land urbanization” is faster than “population 
urbanization” and that the utilization of construction land is inefficient. The problems re-
flected in these two contradictions are ultimately based on the lack of coordination among 
multiple factors in the process of urbanization, with some factors developing too rapidly and 
others too slowly. The first contradiction is due mainly to a lack of urbanization of social 
factors, and the second arises mainly because the evolution of the land factor is faster than 
that of the population factor. Both lead to further contradictions in the complex system of 
urbanization and hinder the healthy development of urbanization. Therefore, the speeds of 
evolution of the multidimensional elements of urbanization should match each other to 
promote effective realization of new urbanization. Through a quantitative assessment of the 
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evolutionary process and degree of synergy of population, land, and economy in the process 
of urbanization, the parameters associated with the evolution and its threshold range can be 
analyzed in depth according to the different stages of the urbanization process. Synergy 
should also be reflected in the spatial pattern, that is, in the realization of spatial equity and 
spatial justice (Soja, 2009). That is to say, in the process of spatial agglomeration and parting, 
the urbanizations of population, of economy and land, and of social factors should match 
one another. Against the background of new urbanization, it is necessary to comprehensively 
consider the degree of actual acceptance of population in each region, and take peo-
ple-oriented urbanization as the core, equipped with the corresponding construction land 
indicators, in order to promote the orderly flow and coordinated development of various 
elements of urbanization in space. 

3.3  Inclusiveness 

In 2007, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) released a report entitled Defining and Meas-
uring Inclusive Growth: Application to the Philippines, which proposed and defined the con-
cept of “inclusive growth,” with the aim that the opportunity to ensure economic growth 
should be shared by everyone and made available to all, particularly the poor (Ali and Son, 
2007). Inclusiveness emphasizes a more equitable development philosophy that is important 
for new urbanization. The inclusive content of new urbanization is mainly reflected in the 
three aspects of urban and rural area, floating population, and vulnerable groups. First, ur-
banization itself is a development issue at national and regional scales, not just urban de-
velopment. It is of no practical significance to analyze the level of urbanization in urban 
built-up areas. It is the relationship between urban and rural areas, whether they will be iso-
lated or interactive, that is of major impact on the long-term development of urbanization. In 
general, in the past, considerations of the urbanization process paid more attention to the 
cities, while rural development was relatively neglected. The absolute income gap between 
urban and rural areas continues to widen, and villages have even experienced the crisis of 
vacancy. The new urbanization and rural revitalization strategies are closely integrated to 
promote urban and rural development. Second, considering the problem of a growing urban 
floating population, the new generation of migrant workers generally faces the dilemma of 
being both unable to enter the city and unable to return to their villages. 

On the one hand, there have been rapid increases in the cost of public services. For exam-
ple, the low income level of most migrant workers means that they have increasing difficulty 
in buying houses in the cities and have no alternative but to share rented rooms with other 
migrant workers. On November 18, 2017, there was a disastrous fire in the Jufuyuan Apart-
ments in Xihongmen Town, Daxing District, Beijing City, involving the loss of 19 lives. In 
fact, Jufuyuan Apartments is a typical industrial complex, integrating storage, manufacturing, 
and residential functions. The basement is a cold storage warehouse, the first floor is a 
commercial workshop, and the second and third floor are residential, with extremely high 
security risks. On the other hand, the new generation of migrant workers have become ac-
customed to life in the cities and most are not familiar with rural labor and are unwilling to 
return to the countryside. This is a prominent contradiction that has emerged during the rapid 
development of urbanization and is also a focus of new urbanization. Third, with regard to 
vulnerable groups, these include the women, elderly, and children left behind in rural areas. 
They suffer from a lack of daily family affection and of satisfactory material living condi-
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tions. Vulnerable groups also include the urban poor. As the price of urban housing rises, 
there is a hierarchical differentiation among urban residents: between the old citizens and the 
new citizens, as well as the between different income groups in different industries. This 
differentiation has led to the emergence of new urban binary structures. In this context, new 
inequities and spatial zoning in urban geospatial spaces have attracted widespread attention. 

3.4  Sustainability 

In the past, urbanization gave little consideration to the carrying capacity of resources and 
environment. Urbanization in all regions of China has occurred with great speed. This mode 
of extensive urbanization has had serious negative effects on resources and environment, 
and in turn these negative effects have had a feedback effect on the speed and quality of ur-
banization. As China’s urbanization rate has approached 60%, it has also gradually entered 
the mid–late stage of development where improving quality is one of the main goals. More-
over, “socialism with Chinese characteristics” has entered a new era, and the main contra-
dictions in Chinese society have been transformed into contradictions between people’s 
growing needs for a better life and the development of unacceptable imbalances. A good life 
requires not only satisfactory material living conditions, but also a high-quality and livable 
environment, including clean air, clean water, safe and pollution-free cultivated land, beau-
tiful natural landscapes, and a reasonable carbon emission scale. 

The new urbanization gives full consideration to consistency with conservation of water 
and land resources and environmental carrying capacity, in a fundamental change from the 
previous urbanization model, which did not pay any attention to the natural geographical 
environment. Depending on the carrying capacity of resources and environment in different 
regions, the number, scale, and spatial agglomeration patterns and distribution of cities 
within each region are reasonably determined so as to further optimize the spatial pattern of 
the land, to strengthen the scientific evaluation of urbanization and resource security and the 
support capacity of the environment (including ecological carrying capacity), and to provide 
key assurances for new urbanization through scientific monitoring, dynamic assessment, and 
a guarantee of timely warning. In addition, the development and adaptation of urbanization 
in the context of climate change is an indispensable part of new urbanization. The fifth cli-
mate change assessment report by the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), Working Group I Report: Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis, 
reported that the evidence for global warming and its close relation to human activities is 
now more conclusive (Stocker et al., 2014). Working Group II Report: Climate Change 2014: 
Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability focused on the impacts of climate change and adap-
tation vulnerabilities, recognizing that human systems exhibit significant vulnerability and 
have been exposed to climate change risks, in particular to extreme climates (Field et al., 
2014). Working Group III Report: Climate Change 2014: Mitigation of Climate Change 
pointed out that emissions by human activities have significantly grown, causing global and 
regional climate changes, and that emission reduction policy measures should be adopted to 
mitigate climate change and promote sustainable development (IPCC, 2014). The global 
urbanization process has led to significant changes in the surface structure of the Earth, es-
pecially in key urban agglomerations and metropolitan areas. For example, the nighttime 
light index intensity in China increased significantly between 1992 and 2013 (Figure 3). 
Urbanization has also increased energy use and greenhouse gas emissions. Therefore, sus-
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tainability is an important connotation of new urbanization, taking account, at the very least, 
of resource-saving and environmentally friendly measures, preservation of biodiversity, and 
the need for climate adaptation.  

 

 
 

Figure 3  Comparison of China’s nighttime light index intensity from 1992 to 2013 
 

4  Key issues in the study of new urbanization 
Focusing on the four main aspects of new urbanization theory, this paper proposes six key 
research topics in view of the prominent contradictions and new problems facing current 
urbanization development: basic public services; urban and rural integrated processes and 
synergy; resource environment and climate changes; diversified regional models; spatial 
production mechanisms; and technical innovations, all of which are closely related to the 
connotations of new urbanization theory. These issues are related and compounded in four 
aspects, but different topics have different focuses and connotations (Table 1). 
 

Table 1  Correlations between the key issues and theoretical connotations of new urbanization 

 Public  
services 

Integrated 
processes 

Resource  
environment

Regional  
models 

Spatial  
production 

Technical 
methods 

Humanism +++ ++ ++ + ++ ++ 

Synergy ++ +++ ++ +++ + ++ 

Inclusiveness +++ + + + +++ ++ 

Sustainability + +++ +++ ++ + ++ 

+++, strong correlation; ++, medium correlation; +, weak correlation. 

4.1  Urbanization of human and equalization of basic public services 

Efforts should be made to construct a new urbanization development theory and model that 
is compatible with China’s economic and social development level and can accommodate 
people’s living and production needs, promote sustainable and harmonious economic and 
social development, and conform to China’s national conditions. To facilitate urbanization of 
people, there should be in-depth analyses of the size, characteristics, distribution pattern, and 
migration mechanisms of migrant groups. The citizenization of migrant workers satisfying 
certain conditions should be actively promoted, so that they can live and work in peace and 
contentment at all levels in the cities. Openness and inclusiveness in the eastern urban re-
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gions should be improved, allowing migrant workers and vulnerable urban groups to share 
basic public services such as healthcare, education, security, culture, and sports, and gradu-
ally leading to equalization of basic public services in large, medium, and small cities. At the 
same time, through integration with the rural revitalization strategy, there should be equali-
zation of basic public services in urban and rural areas, and new urbanization should be 
promoted in urban and rural areas. In addition, attention should be paid to the housing prob-
lem—one of the key difficulties in urbanization—and there should be an in-depth study of 
the total housing volume, residential structure, occupational and housing balance, housing 
destocking, etc., and their relationship with the presence of migrant workers. The aim should 
be to restore housing to its main purpose—of providing living accommodation. 

4.2  Urban and rural integration and coordination of the elements of urbanization 

The study of processes is the focus of geographic research and one of the important ways in 
which it has established itself as a scientific discipline. Urbanization is the most significant 
process in human and economic geography. Therefore, it is necessary to strengthen integra-
tion of research into urbanization and provide a deeper understanding of the scientific issues 
involved, such as the motivation, stage, evolution, and trend of this process. This requires 
analyses of the urban–rural evolution of population, economy, land, and society in the proc-
ess of urbanization. In addition, a comprehensive framework should be established for the 
analysis of population agglomeration, economic growth and non-agricultural employment, 
and non-agricultural utilization of land, in order to determine the transformation processes 
and patterns involved. From such analyses, the synergistic parameters and thresholds of 
evolution of multiple factors in the process of urbanization can be identified and a synergis-
tic evolution model of each factor established. On this basis, the characteristics and laws of 
urban and rural spatial evolution of urbanization can be explored. The changes in dynamical 
mechanisms in the mid–late period of urbanization should be studied. For example, techno-
logical innovation is important for promoting the transformation from the old to the new 
model of urbanization. In addition, the new industries supporting the development of ur-
banization, such as modern service industries, emerging strategic industries; tourism+; intel-
ligent manufacturing; integrated primary, secondary, and tertiary industries; and information 
and e-commerce, are also the research directions worthy of attention. 

4.3  Resources and environmental carrying capacity and climate adaptation 

New urbanization must give full consideration to new issues such as resources and environ-
mental carrying capacity (Fu et al., 2015) and their adaptation to climate change (Zhu et al., 
2017). For example, with regard to the relationship between urbanization and atmospheric 
pollution, it is important to consider how the “blue sky protection campaign” should be 
conducted. A monitoring and pre-warning mechanism for resources and the environmental 
carrying capacity of urbanization development should be established, the relationships be-
tween resources and environment and urbanization should be explored, and basic indicators 
for regional full-coverage evaluation should be selected. The key thresholds of various spe-
cial indicators for different types of regions need to be identified and then classified and 
evaluated. Finally, overload warnings should be established based on thresholds such as a 
reasonable scale of population and urbanization development under the constraints of re-
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sources and environment, key constraint indicators should be identified, and a response path 
should be proposed. In addition, as the impact of climate change continues to increase and 
the urban population density grows, so too does the density of buildings, leading to vulner-
abilities to the adverse effects of climate change. The task of adapting urbanization to cli-
mate change is very arduous, and the dual objectives of rational urbanization and climate 
protection must be considered. The mode of urbanization development needs to adapt to the 
changing climate and the exploration of new urbanization needs to be strengthened, with 
account taken of green issues such as the requirement for reduced carbon emissions. 

4.4  Diversified regional models and typical regions 

China covers a large land area, and there are significant regional differences in natural 
background, economic and social foundations, historical cultures, and national customs. 
New urbanization should explore diversified regional models in different regions. Already, 
there have been successive announcements of three batches of new urbanization pilot areas, 
bottom-up experience has been summarized, and independent and objective third-party 
evaluations have been conducted, consolidating regional models of new urbanization. From 
the perspective of the four major regions, the regional models of urbanization include a 
quality improvement model for urbanization in the eastern region, an in situ urbanization 
model in the central and western regions, and an urbanization and industrialization inte-
grated development model in the northeast region. From the perspective of different zonal 
characteristics, these can be described respectively as an urbanization model of mountainous 
land under land resource constraints, an urbanization model of oases under water resource 
constraints, an urbanization model of traditional agricultural and reclamation areas, and an 
urbanization model of coastal zones. Given the complexity of the new urbanization problem, 
it is necessary to select some typical areas and carry out continuous and in-depth research 
with regard to specific scientific issues. Examples are research on the regional coordinated 
development of the multidimensional elements of new urbanization in Beijing–Tianjin– 
Hebei and research on the development of urban agglomerations in Dawan District, which 
covers Guangdong, Hong Kong, and Macao. 

4.5  Urbanization and effects and mechanisms in the context of humans and social 
space 

Urbanization is also a humanistic and social process, and social space and its production are 
important elements of urbanization (Ye et al., 2011). The production of space has been one 
of the theoretical paradigms of urban research since the introduction of the concept in the 
1970s. During the second half of the 20th century, the “spatial turn” in the humanities and 
social sciences (Lefebvre, 1991) involved a transformation from a focus on “production in 
space” to “production of space” (Ye, 2012). In the 21st century, the era of “space” has been 
entered. Spatial problems and social processes in the process of urbanization are co-existent 
and intertwined. Spatiality is as important as historicality and sociality. Urbanization and 
spatial production are intertwined (Harvey, 2000). Since the initiation of reform and opening 
up, China’s rapid urbanization has been characterized by space production. This in turn is 
characterized by super-large land use and spatial expansion, ultra-fast development speed, 
super-government-led development, and high resource and environmental risks and reliance 
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(Lin, 2007; Ye et al., 2017), as well as gentrification of rural areas and the development of 
social networks and the spatial differentiation of new urban immigrants in the context of 
rapid urbanization (Li and Liu, 2011; He et al., 2012). Therefore, a multi-scale theoretical 
and empirical analysis of urbanization is necessary to allow further discoveries and explana-
tions of the social spatial effects and evolution mechanism of China’s urbanization. In addi-
tion, the introduction in a critical manner of related theories of social, cultural, and institu-
tional changes arising from Western urban studies, and innovations based on these, can also 
contribute to solving future urban social problems in China as well as to the future devel-
opment of the subject on both academic and practical levels. 

4.6  Big data and the technical innovations in urbanization research 

In recent years, big data and its applications in general have become significant topics. Big 
data has already led to progress in the field of urban group spatial structure analysis and 
planning applications. International journals such as Nature and Science have published 
special issues on the topic of big data. If data torrents can be organized and used more effec-
tively, this will allow greater opportunity to promote social development through science 
and technology. Although controversy remains about some aspects of big data, it is of great 
significance for the analysis and simulation of urban and regional development in human 
geography (Batty, 2013; Kwan, 2016). Based on theories of human and economic geography, 
it is possible to perform big data mining for urbanization. For example, multi-source big 
data on different scales can be used to analyze the characteristics of urbanization, urban sys-
tems, and residents’ behavioral trajectories and social networks, thereby leading to break-
throughs in empirical modeling and the development of technical methods for the study of 
big data in new-type urbanization. In addition, regional spatial structure is an important part 
of human and economic geography, and also an important component of urbanization. Based 
on research into traditional point–line–plane spatial structure, high-precision simulations of 
the spatial structure trend-surface and its evolution can be performed, the spatial distribution 
and accessibility of the facilities and service levels of basic public services can be analyzed 
and evaluated, and theoretical and practical issues such as spatial justice can be explored. 

5  Conclusion and discussion 
China’s new urbanization is in urgent need of both theoretical analysis and practical innova-
tion. In the establishment of a theoretical basis, the specific needs imposed by China’s na-
tional conditions must be taken into account. This not only creates a realistic basis for the 
scientific cognition of urbanization, but also provides a new way to cope with the theoretical 
tendency of Western centralism. The academic community has been exploring paths and 
models of theoretical innovation and is committed to changing Western centralism and 
making significant progress in the planning of urban systems with Chinese characteristics 
while taking account of the process of urbanization globally. China has entered the devel-
opment stage of new urbanization. Such urbanization with Chinese characteristics has now 
accumulated rich practical experience. It is time to strengthen both independent theory and 
innovative methods from the standpoints of practical experience and theoretical background. 
Of course, the definitions of “West” and “China” have become increasingly blurred and 



1696  Journal of Geographical Sciences 

 

complex, as a consequence of which urbanization research faces both challenges and un-
precedented opportunities. 

This paper has constructed a cognitive framework for the connotations of new urbaniza-
tion theory. New urbanization with Chinese characteristics includes at least four aspects: 
humanism, harmonism, inclusiveness, and sustainability. It is becoming increasingly diffi-
cult to represent the essence of urbanization only by the urbanization rate among the popula-
tion (Xue and Zeng, 2016). The core of new urbanization is the realization of its humanistic 
aspect. The macroscopic background change here lies in the transformation from structural-
ism to humanism. Structuralism in this context is concerned with the structural transforma-
tions of urban and rural populations, the evolution of the grand economic structure and so-
cial strata, and the structural changes in the rate of urbanization of the population. However, 
new urbanization emphasizes the basic public services available to people, coordination 
between people and land, community development, locality, daily life, and the rights of peo-
ple in cities. 

This requires a transformation of the traditional urbanization model with space production 
as the main line and with population and industrialization in leading to a new urbanization 
path with a high quality of human life, local culture, social justice, and civil rights at the 
core. This process may be long and full of contradictions, but it is undoubtedly the way for 
new urbanization to proceed in terms of value and concept. As pointed out in the Report of 
the 19th CPC National Congress (2017), “Socialism with Chinese characteristics has entered 
a new era, and the main contradictions in our society have been transformed into contradic-
tions between the people’s growing needs for a better life and the inadequate and imbalanced 
development.” One aim of urbanization is to achieve the goal of a better life for people. To 
achieve this goal, interdisciplinary and cross-border theoretical and practical interactions are 
needed. Geography, especially human and economic geography, will play a vital role in the 
characterization and development of this discipline.  
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