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1. SPECIAL FOCUS ON METROPOLITAN AREAS

Urbanisation and urban forms

The 275 metropolitan areas in OECD countries accounted
for 48% of OECD population, 56% of the total gross domes-
tic product (GDP) and 49% of employment in 2010. The
concentration of population and GDP ranges from 70% in
Japan to less than 30% in the Slovak Republic (Figure 1.6).

The population in metropolitan areas grew at an average
annual rate of 0.9% in the period 2000-2012 (compared to
the 0.6% annual growth of the OECD population). Many
metropolitan areas in Japan and Germany, as well as a few
in Korea and the United States, display negative population
growth (Figures 1.9 and 1.10).

As a result of the different patterns of urbanisation, popu-
lation density can be very different in metropolitan areas of
the same size. In Denver (United States) and Daegu (Korea),
each of which has a population of around 2.5 million,
population density was 160 and 2 250 people per km2,
respectively. Or, metropolitan areas of different sizes can
display similar urban density, like Tokyo (Japan) and Naples
(Italy), where Tokyo’s population is 10 times larger than
that of Naples (Figure 1.7).

The form and the quality of urbanisation processes are of
concern for policy makers. This is particularly important
when the expansion of land for urban uses (residential and
commercial buildings, major roads and railways) threatens
the quality of the landscape or bio-diversity.

In the past decade, many metropolitan areas have contin-
ued increasing their built-up areas, at a pace even faster
than population growth. Urban sprawl, here measured as
the percentage change in the built-up area “available” per
person, was 1% on average in the OECD metropolitan areas
between 2000-06. The metropolitan areas in Estonia,
Portugal, Ireland and Japan show the highest sprawl among
OECD countries (Figure 1.8). However, it should be noted
that United States metropolitan areas displayed values of
the sprawl index higher than these countries before 2000.
Differences in the sprawl index among metropolitan areas
in a country can be large. For example, the sprawl index
in Las Palmas (Spain) was 11% compared to the average
Spanish value of 4%.

Source

OECD (2013), “Metropolitan areas”, OECD Regional Statistics
(database), http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/data-00531-en.

See Annexes A and B for data sources and country-related
metadata.

See Annex C for details on definitions and data estimations.

Reference years and territorial level

2010, population, employment and GDP. 2000-06, urban
sprawl; metropolitan areas.

The functional urban areas have not been identified in
Australia, Iceland, Israel, New Zealand and Turkey. The FUA
of Luxembourg does not appear in the figures since it has a
population below 500 000 inhabitants.

Further information

OECD (2012), Redefining “Urban”: A New Way to Measure
Metropolitan Areas, OECD Publishing,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264174108-en.

Interactive graphs and maps: http://rag.oecd.org.

Figure notes

1.8: Period used for the calculation 2000-06 with the excep-
tion of Japanese urban land 1997-2006, and United States
urban land 2002-06. Canada, Chile, Korea and Mexico are
not included due to lack of data on urban land for two
points in time.

Definition

Metropolitan areas are defined as the functional
urban areas (FUA) with population above 500 000.

The functional urban areas are defined as densely
populated municipalities (urban cores) and adjacent
municipalities with high levels of commuting towards
the densely populated urban cores (hinterland). Func-
tional urban areas can extend across administrative
boundaries, reflecting the economic geography of
where people actually live and work.

Population density is the ratio between total popula-
tion and the total land area in a metropolitan area.

The urban sprawl index measures the growth in
build-up area over time adjusted for the growth in
population. When the population changes, the index
measures the increase in the built-up area over time
relative to a benchmark where the built-up area
would have increased in line with population growth.
The index is equal to zero when both population and
the built-up area are stable over time. It is larger
(smaller) than zero when the growth of the built-up
area is greater (smaller) than the growth of popula-
tion, i.e. the density of the metropolitan area has
decreased (increased). See Annex C for details.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/data-00531-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264174108-en
http://rag.oecd.org/
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1.6. Concentration of population, GDP and employment in OECD metropolitan areas, 2010
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1.7. Population density and population size
of metropolitan areas, 2012
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1.8. Urban sprawl index in OECD metropolitan areas,
average by country, 2000-06
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1.9. Metropolitan population growth: Asia, Europe and Oceania, 2000-12
Average annual growth rate, metropolitan areas
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This map is for illustrative purposes and is 
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1.10. Metropolitan population growth: Americas, 2000-12
Average annual growth rate, metropolitan areas

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932915242

This map is for illustrative purposes and is 
without prejudice to the status of or sover-
eignty over any territory covered by this map.

Source of administrative boundaries: National 
Statistical Offices and FAO Global Administrative 
Unit Layers (GAUL).

Higher than 2.5%

Between 1.5% and 2.5%

Between 0.5% and 1.5%

Between 0% and 0.5%

Lower than 0%

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932915242


From:
OECD Regions at a Glance 2013

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/reg_glance-2013-en

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD (2013), “Urbanisation and urban forms”, in OECD Regions at a Glance 2013, OECD Publishing,
Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/reg_glance-2013-7-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

https://doi.org/10.1787/reg_glance-2013-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/reg_glance-2013-7-en



