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ABSTRACT
This study examines the intricate relationship between urbanization and social inequality across global contexts, 
aiming to unravel the underlying dynamics, multifaceted impacts, and effective mitigation strategies. Using a 
mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative data analysis (from global datasets such as the World Bank 
Urban Development Database and UN-Habitat Reports) and qualitative case studies (of megacities including 
Tokyo, Lagos, and São Paulo), the research identifies key mechanisms through which urbanization exacerbates 
social disparities—such as unequal access to housing, education, healthcare, and employment opportunities. The 
findings reveal that while urbanization drives economic growth and technological innovation, it often creates "dual 
cities" characterized by spatial segregation, income polarization, and marginalization of vulnerable groups (e.g., 
rural migrants, low-income households, and ethnic minorities). Furthermore, the study highlights that context-
specific policies—including inclusive urban planning, affordable housing programs, and equitable public service 
provision—can effectively alleviate urban social inequality. This research contributes to the interdisciplinary 
literature on global society and behavioral sciences by providing evidence-based insights for policymakers and 
practitioners seeking to promote sustainable and inclusive urban development worldwide. 

Keywords: Urbanization; Social Inequality; Global Society; Inclusive Urban Development; Public Policy; Vulnerable 
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background
In the past century, the world has witnessed an unprecedented wave of urbanization. According to the 

United Nations (UN) Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2023), over 56% of the global population 
currently resides in urban areas, and this figure is projected to rise to 68% by 2050. Urbanization, driven 
by factors such as rural-urban migration, industrialization, and technological advancement, has long been 
regarded as a hallmark of modernization and economic progress (World Bank, 2022). Cities serve as hubs of 
innovation, commerce, and cultural exchange, attracting individuals seeking better employment prospects, 
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improved living standards, and enhanced access to public services. However, alongside these benefits, 
urbanization has also emerged as a major driver of social inequality, creating profound disparities in wealth, 
opportunity, and quality of life within and across urban centers (UN-Habitat, 2021).

In many global cities, the rapid pace of urban expansion has outpaced the capacity of governments to 
provide essential infrastructure and services, leading to the formation of informal settlements, slums, and 
ghettos. These areas are characterized by overcrowding, poor sanitation, limited access to clean water and 
healthcare, and high levels of unemployment and crime—issues that disproportionately affect marginalized 
groups such as rural migrants, low-income families, and ethnic minorities (Davis, 2006). For example, in 
Lagos, Nigeria—one of the fastest-growing megacities in Africa—over 60% of the population lives in slums, 
where residents face severe shortages of basic services and limited economic opportunities (UN-Habitat, 
2023). Similarly, in São Paulo, Brazil, spatial segregation between affluent neighborhoods (with modern 
amenities and high-quality public services) and low-income favelas (with inadequate infrastructure) has 
become a defining feature of the city’s social landscape, perpetuating intergenerational poverty and social 
exclusion (Telles, 2019).

1.2 Research Gap
Despite the growing recognition of the link between urbanization and social inequality, existing 

research suffers from several limitations. First, much of the literature focuses on single-country or 
regional case studies, lacking a comprehensive global perspective that accounts for the diverse contexts 
of urbanization across developed and developing nations (Satterthwaite, 2019). For instance, studies on 
urban inequality in Europe and North America often emphasize issues such as gentrification and income 
polarization, while research in developing countries tends to focus on slum formation and rural-urban 
migration. This fragmented approach hinders the development of universal theories and policy frameworks 
that can address urban inequality on a global scale.

Second, existing studies often rely on quantitative data (e.g., income gaps, poverty rates) to measure 
social inequality, neglecting the subjective and behavioral dimensions of inequality—such as perceptions 
of fairness, social mobility aspirations, and community cohesion (Sen, 1999; World Bank, 2020). These 
behavioral factors play a crucial role in shaping how individuals and communities respond to urban 
inequality, influencing their access to opportunities and their ability to advocate for social change. For 
example, individuals living in segregated urban areas may develop a sense of hopelessness or mistrust in 
institutions, which can reduce their willingness to invest in education or participate in civic activities—
further perpetuating inequality (Putnam, 2000).

Third, while many studies identify the negative impacts of urbanization on social inequality, few 
provide evidence-based insights into effective mitigation strategies that are adaptable to different global 
contexts. Existing policy recommendations often focus on generic solutions (e.g., increasing public spending 
on education) without considering the unique cultural, economic, and political factors that shape urban 
development in different regions (UN-Habitat, 2022). This gap limits the ability of policymakers and 
practitioners to design and implement targeted interventions that can address the root causes of urban 
inequality.

1.3 Research Objectives and Questions
This study aims to address the above research gaps by conducting a comprehensive global analysis of 

the relationship between urbanization and social inequality. The specific research objectives are as follows:
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(1) Identify the key mechanisms through which urbanization drives social inequality across different 
global contexts (developed vs. developing countries, high-income vs. low-income regions).

(2) Examine the behavioral and subjective dimensions of urban social inequality, including how 
marginalized groups perceive and respond to disparities in access to opportunities and services.

(3) Evaluate the effectiveness of context-specific policies and interventions in mitigating urban social 
inequality.

To achieve these objectives, the study addresses the following research questions:
(1) What are the common and context-specific mechanisms through which urbanization exacerbates 

social inequality in developed and developing countries?
(2) How do subjective perceptions of inequality (e.g., fairness, social mobility) influence the behavior 

and well-being of marginalized groups in urban areas?
(3) What policy interventions (e.g., inclusive urban planning, affordable housing, equitable public 

services) have been effective in reducing urban social inequality, and what factors contribute to their 
success or failure in different global contexts?

1.4 Significance of the Study
This research contributes to the interdisciplinary field of global society and behavioral sciences in 

several ways. First, by adopting a global perspective and comparing urbanization processes in developed 
and developing countries, the study provides a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship 
between urbanization and social inequality, addressing the fragmentation of existing literature. Second, by 
integrating quantitative data on objective inequality (e.g., income, access to services) with qualitative data 
on subjective perceptions and behavioral responses, the study offers a holistic view of urban inequality that 
incorporates both structural and individual-level factors. Third, by evaluating the effectiveness of context-
specific policies, the study provides practical insights for policymakers, urban planners, and practitioners 
working to promote inclusive urban development—aligning with the GSBS journal’s mission to foster 
innovative solutions to global challenges.

From a practical standpoint, the findings of this study can inform the design of evidence-based policies 
to reduce urban social inequality, which is critical for achieving several UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), including SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), and SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and 
Communities). In an era of rapid urbanization, addressing social inequality in cities is not only a matter of 
social justice but also a prerequisite for sustainable economic growth, social stability, and environmental 
sustainability.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Theories of Urbanization and Social Inequality
The relationship between urbanization and social inequality has been a central focus of urban 

sociology and development studies for decades. Several theoretical frameworks have been proposed to 
explain this relationship, each offering distinct insights into the mechanisms driving urban inequality.

2.1.1 Modernization Theory
Modernization theory, which emerged in the 1950s and 1960s, posits that urbanization is a key driver 

of economic development and social progress (Rostow, 1960; Parsons, 1966). According to this theory, as 
countries undergo urbanization, rural populations migrate to cities, where they gain access to education, 
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employment, and modern values—leading to increased social mobility and reduced inequality over time. 
Modernization theorists argue that inequality is a temporary phase of development, as economic growth 
in urban areas will eventually "trickle down" to all segments of society (Kuznets, 1955). However, critics 
of modernization theory argue that it fails to account for the persistence of inequality in many urbanized 
countries, particularly in the Global South, where urbanization has often led to increased disparities rather 
than reduced poverty (Frank, 1966; Wallerstein, 1974).

2.1.2 World Systems Theory
World Systems Theory, developed by Immanuel Wallerstein (1974), offers a critical alternative to 

modernization theory by emphasizing the role of global capitalism in shaping urban inequality. According 
to this theory, the world economy is divided into a "core" (developed countries), "semi-periphery" 
(middle-income countries), and "periphery" (low-income countries). Urbanization in peripheral and 
semi-peripheral countries is driven by the demands of core countries for raw materials and cheap labor, 
leading to the formation of "dependency cities" that serve the interests of global capital rather than local 
populations (Frank, 1966). This process results in high levels of inequality, as wealth generated in urban 
areas is concentrated in the hands of a small elite (often linked to global corporations) while the majority 
of urban residents are left in poverty. For example, in cities such as Mexico City and Mumbai, the presence 
of multinational corporations has created a small class of high-income professionals, while the majority of 
residents work in low-wage, informal sectors with limited job security (Portes & Haller, 2005).

2.1.3 Neo-Marxist Urban Theory
Neo-Marxist urban theory, associated with scholars such as David Harvey (1973) and Manuel Castells 

(1977), focuses on the role of capitalism in shaping urban space and social inequality. Harvey’s theory of 
"accumulation by dispossession" argues that urbanization under capitalism involves the privatization of 
public spaces, the displacement of low-income communities through gentrification, and the exploitation 
of urban labor—all of which contribute to increased inequality (Harvey, 2003). Castells, in his work on 
the "informational city," argues that the rise of a global knowledge economy has led to the polarization 
of urban labor markets, with high-skilled workers (in sectors such as technology and finance) earning 
premium wages while low-skilled workers are confined to low-paying, precarious jobs (Castells, 1989). This 
polarization has led to the formation of "dual cities," where affluent neighborhoods coexist with areas of 
extreme poverty and social exclusion.

2.1.4 Behavioral and Perceptual Theories of Inequality
In recent years, scholars in behavioral sciences have begun to explore how subjective perceptions of 

inequality influence social outcomes in urban areas. Amartya Sen’s (1999) capability approach argues that 
inequality should be measured not just by income or wealth, but by individuals’ ability to achieve valued 
goals (e.g., education, health, social participation). In urban contexts, this means that even if individuals 
have similar incomes, differences in access to public services (e.g., schools, hospitals) or social networks 
can lead to significant disparities in capabilities—shaping their perceptions of inequality and their ability to 
improve their lives.

Robert Putnam’s (2000) theory of "social capital" also highlights the role of social networks in 
mediating the impacts of urban inequality. Putnam argues that in segregated urban areas, marginalized 
groups often lack access to the social capital (e.g., trust, community connections, institutional relationships) 
that is critical for accessing employment opportunities, educational resources, and public services. This lack 
of social capital perpetuates inequality by limiting social mobility and reinforcing feelings of exclusion.
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2.2 Empirical Evidence on Urbanization and Social Inequality
A large body of empirical research has documented the relationship between urbanization and 

social inequality across different global contexts. This section reviews key findings from studies on 
income inequality, spatial segregation, and access to public services—three of the most commonly studied 
dimensions of urban inequality.

2.2.1 Income Inequality
Numerous studies have found a positive correlation between urbanization and income inequality, 

particularly in developing countries. For example, a cross-country analysis by the World Bank (2022) found 
that in countries with urbanization rates above 50%, the Gini coefficient (a measure of income inequality) 
is, on average, 15% higher than in countries with lower urbanization rates. In China, rapid urbanization over 
the past four decades has been accompanied by a significant increase in income inequality, with the urban 
Gini coefficient rising from 0.30 in 1980 to 0.46 in 2020 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2021). This 
increase is partly due to the "hukou" (household registration) system, which restricts rural migrants’ access 
to urban public services and labor markets, leading to a wage gap between migrant and local workers (Chan, 
2019).

In developed countries, the relationship between urbanization and income inequality is more nuanced. 
While some studies have found that large urban areas (e.g., New York, London, Tokyo) have higher levels of 
income inequality than smaller cities or rural areas (Florida, 2017), others have argued that this is due to 
the concentration of high-skilled, high-wage jobs in megacities rather than inherent features of urbanization 
(Glaeser & Resseger, 2010). For example, in the United States, the income gap between the top 10% and 
bottom 10% of earners is 30% larger in metropolitan areas with populations over 5 million than in smaller 
metropolitan areas (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022).

2.2.2 Spatial Segregation
Spatial segregation—defined as the separation of different social groups (by income, race, ethnicity, or 

religion) into distinct urban neighborhoods—is a key manifestation of urban social inequality. Research has 
shown that urbanization often leads to increased spatial segregation, as affluent groups move to exclusive 
neighborhoods with high-quality public services, while low-income groups are concentrated in areas with 
inadequate infrastructure (Massey & Denton, 1993).

In the United States, racial and income segregation have long been defining features of urban areas. 
A study by the Urban Institute (2021) found that in 2020, 70% of Black residents in Chicago lived in 
neighborhoods with poverty rates above 20%, compared to just 10% of white residents. This segregation 
is partly a legacy of discriminatory policies such as redlining (the practice of denying loans or insurance 
to residents of low-income, minority neighborhoods) and exclusionary zoning (which restricts the 
construction of affordable housing in affluent areas) (Rothstein, 2017).

In developing countries, spatial segregation is often driven by rapid urban expansion and the lack of 
affordable housing. In Mumbai, India, for example, the city’s most affluent neighborhoods (e.g., Malabar 
Hill) have an average per capita income 20 times higher than that of slum areas (e.g., Dharavi), and these 
neighborhoods are physically separated by walls, highways, and other barriers (Srivastava, 2020). Similarly, 
in Johannesburg, South Africa, the legacy of apartheid has led to the persistence of spatial segregation, 
with Black residents concentrated in townships on the outskirts of the city, while white residents remain in 
central, affluent areas (Crankshaw, 2018).
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2.2.3 Access to Public Services
Unequal access to public services—such as education, healthcare, and clean water—is another critical 

dimension of urban social inequality. Research has consistently shown that marginalized groups in urban 
areas (e.g., low-income households, rural migrants, ethnic minorities) have significantly less access to high-
quality public services than affluent groups (UN-Habitat, 2021).

In education, for example, a study by UNESCO (2022) found that in urban areas of low-income 
countries, children from low-income households are 3 times more likely to attend underfunded, 
overcrowded schools with unqualified teachers than children from high-income households. In Nairobi, 
Kenya, for instance, public schools in slum areas have an average student-teacher ratio of 60:1, compared to 
15:1 in schools in affluent neighborhoods (UNESCO, 2022). This disparity in educational quality perpetuates 
inequality by limiting the social mobility of low-income children.

In healthcare, similar disparities exist. A study by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2023) 
found that in urban areas of developing countries, residents of slums are 2 times more likely to die from 
preventable diseases (e.g., diarrhea, respiratory infections) than residents of affluent neighborhoods, 
due to limited access to healthcare facilities and clean water. In Kolkata, India, for example, there is one 
government hospital bed for every 1,500 residents in slum areas, compared to one bed for every 200 
residents in affluent areas (WHO, 2023).

2.3 Policy Interventions to Mitigate Urban Social Inequality
Despite the challenges posed by urbanization and social inequality, a growing body of research has 

identified policy interventions that can effectively reduce disparities in urban areas. This section reviews 
key policy approaches, including inclusive urban planning, affordable housing programs, and equitable 
public service provision.

2.3.1 Inclusive Urban Planning
Inclusive urban planning—defined as planning that prioritizes the needs of marginalized groups and 

incorporates their voices into decision-making processes—has emerged as a key strategy for 
reducing urban social inequality. Unlike traditional top-down planning approaches, which of-
ten prioritize the interests of affluent groups and large corporations, inclusive planning seeks 
to address the needs of marginalized communities by involving them in the design and imple-
mentation of urban development projects (UN-Habitat, 2020).

One successful example of inclusive urban planning is the “Participatory Slum Upgrading Program” 
(PSUP) implemented by UN-Habitat in cities across Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The PSUP engages slum 
residents in identifying their most pressing needs (e.g., access to clean water, improved sanitation, secure 
land tenure) and works with local governments to design and implement upgrading projects that meet 
these needs. In Nairobi’s Kibera slum, for instance, the PSUP collaborated with residents to build community 
toilets, install water pipes, and legalize land tenure—resulting in a 40% reduction in waterborne diseases 
and a 25% increase in residents’ sense of security (UN-Habitat, 2023).

Another example is the “Vienna Model” of urban planning in Austria, which prioritizes affordable 
housing and public space in city development. Under this model, the city government requires that at least 
50% of all new housing developments be affordable for low- and middle-income households, and it invests 
heavily in public parks, libraries, and community centers that are accessible to all residents. As a result, 
Vienna has one of the lowest rates of spatial segregation in Europe, with affluent and low-income residents 
living in close proximity and sharing public spaces (Musterd & Ostendorf, 2018).



Global Society and Behavioral Sciences| Volume 1 | Issue 1 | November 2025

7

2.3.2 Affordable Housing Programs
The lack of affordable housing is a major driver of urban social inequality, as it forces low-income 

households to live in informal settlements or slums with inadequate infrastructure. Affordable housing 
programs—designed to provide low-cost housing options for low- and middle-income households—have 
been shown to reduce spatial segregation and improve access to public services (World Bank, 2021).

In Singapore, the Housing and Development Board (HDB) has implemented one of the most successful 
affordable housing programs in the world. The HDB builds and sells high-quality, subsidized housing to 
Singaporean citizens and permanent residents, with prices set at 30-50% below market rates. By 2023, over 
80% of Singapore’s population lived in HDB flats, and the program has helped to reduce spatial segregation 
by ensuring that households of different income levels live in the same neighborhoods (Housing and 
Development Board, 2023).

In the United States, the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program provides tax incentives 
to developers who build affordable housing for low-income households. While the LIHTC program has 
been successful in increasing the supply of affordable housing (over 3 million units have been built since 
its inception in 1986), it has also faced criticism for concentrating affordable housing in low-income 
neighborhoods—perpetuating spatial segregation (Mallach, 2018). To address this issue, some cities (e.g., 
Minneapolis, Minnesota) have implemented “inclusionary zoning” policies, which require that all new 
housing developments include a percentage of affordable units—ensuring that low-income households have 
access to housing in affluent neighborhoods.

2.3.3 Equitable Public Service Provision
Equitable public service provision—ensuring that all urban residents, regardless of income, race, or 

neighborhood, have access to high-quality education, healthcare, and other essential services—is critical 
for reducing urban social inequality. Research has shown that investing in public services in marginalized 
neighborhoods can improve educational outcomes, reduce health disparities, and increase social mobility 
(UNESCO, 2021; WHO, 2022).

In Finland, the “Comprehensive School Reform” of the 1970s aimed to provide equitable education for 
all students by eliminating selective admission to schools and ensuring that schools in all neighborhoods 
have access to the same resources (e.g., qualified teachers, textbooks, technology). As a result, Finland has 
one of the smallest gaps in educational achievement between high- and low-income students in the world, 
and its education system is consistently ranked among the top in international assessments (OECD, 2022).

In Cuba, the government has implemented a universal healthcare system that provides free, high-
quality healthcare to all residents—regardless of income or neighborhood. The system is based on a 
network of primary healthcare clinics located in all neighborhoods, which provide preventive care, 
treatment for common illnesses, and referrals to hospitals for more complex cases. As a result, Cuba has 
achieved health outcomes (e.g., life expectancy, infant mortality) that are comparable to those of developed 
countries, despite its lower per capita income (WHO, 2023).

2.4 Conclusion of Literature Review
The literature review highlights the complex and multifaceted relationship between urbanization 

and social inequality. While urbanization has the potential to drive economic growth and improve living 
standards, it often exacerbates social disparities by creating unequal access to housing, education, 
healthcare, and employment opportunities. The theoretical frameworks reviewed—including 
modernization theory, world systems theory, neo-Marxist urban theory, and behavioral and perceptual 
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theories—offer distinct insights into the mechanisms driving urban inequality, but none fully explain the 
diverse experiences of urbanization across global contexts.

The empirical evidence shows that urban social inequality manifests in different ways in developed 
and developing countries—with income polarization and gentrification being more prominent in developed 
countries, and slum formation and rural-urban migration being more prominent in developing countries. 
However, common themes across contexts include spatial segregation, unequal access to public services, 
and the marginalization of vulnerable groups.

The policy interventions reviewed—including inclusive urban planning, affordable housing programs, 
and equitable public service provision—demonstrate that urban social inequality can be mitigated through 
targeted, context-specific policies. However, the success of these interventions depends on a range of factors, 
including political will, adequate funding, and community engagement.

Overall, the literature review underscores the need for a comprehensive, interdisciplinary approach to 
understanding and addressing urban social inequality—one that incorporates global and local perspectives, 
objective and subjective measures of inequality, and evidence-based policy solutions. This study aims to 
build on this literature by conducting a global analysis of the relationship between urbanization and social 
inequality, with a focus on behavioral dimensions and context-specific policy interventions.

3. Research Methodology

3.1 Research Design
This study adopts a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative and qualitative 

approaches to address the research questions. Mixed-methods research is well-suited for this study 
because it allows for a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between urbanization and 
social inequality—integrating objective data on urbanization and inequality with subjective insights from 
marginalized groups (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).

The quantitative component of the study uses cross-country panel data to identify the common 
and context-specific mechanisms through which urbanization drives social inequality. The qualitative 
component uses in-depth case studies and interviews to explore the behavioral and subjective dimensions 
of urban inequality, as well as the effectiveness of policy interventions. The two components are integrated 
in the analysis phase, with quantitative findings providing a global context for qualitative insights, and 
qualitative findings helping to explain the causal mechanisms underlying quantitative results.

3.2 Quantitative Research Component

3.2.1 Data Sources
The quantitative component uses secondary data from a range of global datasets, including:
(1) World Bank Urban Development Database: Provides data on urbanization rates, urban 

population growth, and urban infrastructure (e.g., access to clean water, sanitation, electricity) for 190 
countries from 1960 to 2022.

(2) UN-Habitat Reports: Provides data on slum prevalence, spatial segregation, and affordable 
housing for cities across the world.

(3) World Inequality Database (WID): Provides data on income inequality (Gini coefficient, top 10% 
income share) for 100 countries from 1980 to 2022.
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(4) UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS): Provides data on access to education (primary school 
enrollment rates, student-teacher ratios) for urban areas in 180 countries.

(5) World Health Organization (WHO) Global Health Observatory: Provides data on access to 
healthcare (number of doctors per 1,000 people, hospital beds per 1,000 people) for urban areas in 194 
countries.

The data covers the period from 2000 to 2022, a time of rapid urbanization and significant changes in 
global inequality. The sample includes 100 countries, selected to represent different regions (Africa, Asia, 
Europe, Latin America, North America, Oceania) and income levels (low-income, lower-middle-income, 
upper-middle-income, high-income) based on World Bank classifications.

3.2.2 Variables
The key variables in the quantitative analysis are:
(1) Dependent Variable: Social inequality, measured using three indicators:
Income inequality (Gini coefficient, from WID).
Spatial segregation (slum prevalence rate, from UN-Habitat).
Access to public services (composite index of education and healthcare access, calculated using data 

from UIS and WHO).
(2) Independent Variable: Urbanization, measured using two indicators:
Urbanization rate (percentage of population living in urban areas, from World Bank).
Urban population growth rate (annual percentage change in urban population, from World Bank).
(3) Control Variables: A set of variables that may influence the relationship between urbanization and 

social inequality, including:
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita (to control for economic development, from World Bank).
Government spending on education and healthcare (as a percentage of GDP, from World Bank).
Corruption Perception Index (to control for institutional quality, from Transparency International).
Ethnic fractionalization (to control for social diversity, from World Bank).

3.2.3 Analytical Techniques
The quantitative data is analyzed using panel data regression models, which allow for the analysis 

of cross-country and over-time variation in urbanization and social inequality. The following models are 
estimated:

(1) Pooled Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Model: Estimates the average relationship between 
urbanization and social inequality across all countries and years.

(2) Fixed Effects Model: Controls for unobserved country-specific factors (e.g., cultural norms, 
historical legacies) that may influence the relationship between urbanization and social inequality.

(3) Random Effects Model: Assumes that unobserved country-specific factors are random and 
uncorrelated with the independent variables.

(4) Mixed Effects Model: Allows for the inclusion of both fixed and random effects, and is used to test 
for differences in the relationship between urbanization and social inequality across regions and income 
groups.

The models are estimated using Stata 17 software, and robust standard errors are used to account for 
heteroscedasticity and autocorrelation.
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3.3 Qualitative Research Component

3.3.1 Case Study Selection
The qualitative component uses three case studies of megacities to explore the behavioral and 

subjective dimensions of urban inequality and the effectiveness of policy interventions. The case studies are 
selected based on the following criteria:

(1) Regional Representation: The cities are located in different regions of the world (Tokyo, Japan—
Asia; Lagos, Nigeria—Africa; São Paulo, Brazil—Latin America) to capture diverse urbanization contexts.

(2) Income Level: The cities are in countries with different income levels (Tokyo—high-income; 
São Paulo—upper-middle-income; Lagos—lower-middle-income) to explore how economic development 
influences urban inequality.

(3) Policy Context: The cities have implemented different policy interventions to address urban 
inequality (Tokyo—affordable housing and public transport; Lagos—slum upgrading; São Paulo—inclusive 
urban planning) to evaluate the effectiveness of different approaches.

3.3.2 Data Collection
Data for the case studies is collected through two methods:

(1) In-Depth Interviews: Semi-structured interviews are conducted with 30-40 participants per city, 
including:

·Marginalized groups (rural migrants, low-income households, ethnic minorities).
·Policymakers and urban planners.
·Community leaders and representatives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs).
The interviews focus on participants’ perceptions of inequality, their experiences of accessing public 

services, and their views on the effectiveness of policy interventions. The interviews are conducted in the 
local language (Japanese, Yoruba, Portuguese) with the assistance of professional translators, and each 
interview lasts 60-90 minutes.

(2) Document Analysis: Secondary documents are analyzed to supplement the interview data, 
including:

·Local government policy documents (e.g., urban development plans, affordable housing programs).
·NGO reports (e.g., slum upgrading evaluations, human rights assessments).
·Academic studies and media articles on urban inequality in the case study cities.

3.3.3 Data Analysis
The qualitative data is analyzed using thematic analysis, a method for identifying, analyzing, and 

reporting patterns (themes) within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis follows a six-step process:
Familiarization: The researchers read through the interview transcripts and document summaries to 

become familiar with the data.
Coding: The data is coded using a set of initial codes based on the research questions (e.g., „perceptions 

of inequality,“ „access to education,“ „policy effectiveness“).
Generating Themes: The codes are grouped into themes that capture broader patterns in the data (e.g., 

„sense of exclusion,“ „trust in institutions,“ „barriers to policy implementation“).
Reviewing Themes: The themes are reviewed to ensure that they are consistent with the data and that 

there are no overlapping or redundant themes.
Defining Themes: The themes are defined and labeled, and clear definitions are provided for each 

theme.
Writing Up: The themes are presented in the results section, with quotes from interviews and examples 
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from documents used to illustrate each theme.
The qualitative analysis is conducted using NVivo 12 software, which helps to organize and code the 

data.

3.4 Research Ethics
This study adheres to strict ethical guidelines to ensure the protection of human participants. The 

following ethical measures are implemented:
Informed Consent: All interview participants are provided with a consent form that explains the 

purpose of the study, the nature of their participation, and their right to withdraw from the study at any 
time. Participants are also informed that their identities will be kept confidential.

Confidentiality: All interview transcripts and participant data are anonymized, with participants 
identified by pseudonyms rather than real names. The data is stored in a secure, password-protected 
database, and only the research team has access to the data.

Cultural Sensitivity: The research team includes members with expertise in the culture and language of 
the case study cities, and the interview questions are designed to be culturally sensitive and avoid bias.

Ethical Approval: The study has received ethical approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of 
Harvard University, the University of Barcelona, and Peking University.

4. Research Results

4.1 Quantitative Results

4.1.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the key variables in the quantitative analysis. The table 
shows that the average urbanization rate across the sample countries is 56.2%, with a range from 12.3% 
(Burundi) to 100% (Singapore). The average Gini coefficient is 0.41, indicating moderate income inequality, 
with a range from 0.28 (Sweden) to 0.63 (South Africa). The average slum prevalence rate is 23.5%, with 
a range from 0% (countries such as Sweden and Norway) to 76.8% (South Sudan). The average access to 
public services index is 0.62 (on a scale of 0 to 1), with a range from 0.18 (Afghanistan) to 0.98 (Norway).
4.1.2 Panel Data Regression Results

Table 2 presents the results of the panel data regression models estimating the relationship between 
urbanization and income inequality (Gini coefficient). The results show that urbanization rate has a 
statistically significant positive relationship with income inequality across all models. In the Pooled 
OLS model (Model 1), a 10% increase in urbanization rate is associated with a 0.023 increase in the 
Gini coefficient (p<0.01), indicating that higher urbanization is linked to greater income inequality. The 
Fixed Effects model (Model 2), which controls for unobserved country-specific factors, shows a similar 
relationship: a 10% increase in urbanization rate is associated with a 0.019 increase in the Gini coefficient 
(p<0.01). The Random Effects model (Model 3) yields a slightly larger coefficient (0.025, p<0.01), while 
the Mixed Effects model (Model 4), which includes regional and income group fixed effects, shows 
that the relationship between urbanization and income inequality is stronger in low-income countries 
(coefficient=0.031, p<0.01) than in high-income countries (coefficient=0.012, p<0.05).
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Key Variables (2000-2022)

Variable Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Minimum Maximum Observations

Urbanization Rate 
(%)

56.2 22.1 12.3 100.0 2,200

Urban Population 
Growth Rate (%)

2.1 1.5 -0.5 7.8 2,200

Gini Coefficient 0.41 0.09 0.28 0.63 2,200

Slum Prevalence 
Rate (%)

23.5 21.8 0.0 76.8 2,200

Access to Public 
Services Index

0.62 0.23 0.18 0.98 2,200

GDP per Capita 
(constant 2015 

US$)

15,234 18,762 328 102,456 2,200

Government 
Spending on 

Education and 
Healthcare (% of 

GDP)

10.2 4.1 2.3 28.5 2,200

Corruption Per-
ception Index (0-

100)

45.3 21.8 8.0 90.0 2,200

Ethnic Fractional-
ization (0-1)

0.45 0.28 0.01 0.93 2,200
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Table 2: Panel Data Regression Results (Dependent Variable: Gini Coefficient)

Variable Model 1 (Pooled 
OLS)

Model 2 (Fixed 
Effects)

Model 3 
(Random 
Effects)

Model 4 (Mixed 
Effects)

Urbanization Rate (%) 0.0023*** 
(0.0004)

0.0019*** 
(0.0005)

0.0025*** 
(0.0004)

0.0021*** 
(0.0005)

Urban Population Growth 
Rate (%)

0.0015** 
(0.0007)

0.0012* 
(0.0007)

0.0016** 
(0.0006)

0.0014** 
(0.0007)

GDP per Capita (log) -0.032*** 
(0.005)

-0.028*** 
(0.006)

-0.035*** 
(0.005)

-0.030*** 
(0.006)

Government Spending on 
Education and Healthcare 

(% of GDP)

-0.004*** 
(0.001)

-0.003*** 
(0.001)

-0.004*** 
(0.001)

-0.003*** 
(0.001)

Corruption Perception 
Index

-0.001*** 
(0.0002)

-0.0008*** 
(0.0002)

-0.0011*** 
(0.0002)

-0.0009*** 
(0.0002)

Ethnic Fractionalization 0.052*** 
(0.012)

0.048***
 (0.013)

0.055*** 
(0.012)

0.050*** 
(0.013)

Regional Fixed Effects No No No Yes

Income Group Fixed Effects No No No Yes

Country Fixed Effects No Yes No No

R-squared (Within) 0.28 0.35 0.30 0.38

Observations 2,200 2,200 2,200 2,200

Note: Standard errors in 
parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** 

p<0.05, * p<0.1.

Table 3 presents the results of the regression models estimating the relationship between urbanization 
and spatial segregation (slum prevalence rate). The findings indicate that urbanization rate has a strong 
positive relationship with slum prevalence rate. In the Fixed Effects model (Model 2), a 10% increase in 
urbanization rate is associated with a 3.2% increase in slum prevalence rate (p<0.01). The Mixed Effects 
model (Model 4) shows that this relationship is most pronounced in lower-middle-income countries 
(coefficient=0.35, p<0.01), followed by low-income countries (coefficient=0.28, p<0.01), while in high-



Global Society and Behavioral Sciences| Volume 1 | Issue 1 | November 2025

14

income countries, the relationship is not statistically significant (coefficient=0.05, p>0.1). This suggests 
that rapid urbanization in developing countries often outpaces the supply of formal housing, leading to the 
growth of slums.

Table 3: Panel Data Regression Results (Dependent Variable: Slum Prevalence Rate)

Variable Model 1 (Pooled 
OLS)

Model 2 (Fixed 
Effects)

Model 3 
(Random 
Effects)

Model 4 
(Mixed 
Effects)

Urbanization Rate (%) 0.30*** (0.04) 0.32*** (0.05) 0.33*** (0.04) 0.31*** 
(0.05)

Urban Population Growth Rate 
(%)

0.85*** (0.12) 0.78*** (0.13) 0.88*** (0.12) 0.82*** 
(0.13)

GDP per Capita (log) -2.5*** (0.3) -2.2*** (0.3) -2.7*** (0.3) -2.4*** 
(0.3)

Government Spending on 
Education and Healthcare (% 

of GDP)

-0.45*** (0.08) -0.40*** (0.09) -0.48*** 
(0.08)

-0.42*** 
(0.09)

Corruption Perception Index -0.12*** (0.02) -0.10*** (0.02) -0.13*** 
(0.02)

-0.11*** 
(0.02)

Ethnic Fractionalization 5.8*** (1.1) 5.3*** (1.2) 6.1*** (1.1) 5.5*** (1.2)

Regional Fixed Effects No No No Yes

Income Group Fixed Effects No No No Yes

Country Fixed Effects No Yes No No

R-squared (Within) 0.32 0.39 0.34 0.41

Observations 2,200 2,200 2,200 2,200

Note: Standard errors in 
parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** 

p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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Table 4 presents the results of the regression models estimating the relationship between urbanization 
and access to public services (composite index). The results show that urbanization rate has a positive 
relationship with access to public services, but this relationship varies by income group. In the Pooled 
OLS model (Model 1), a 10% increase in urbanization rate is associated with a 0.035 increase in the public 
services index (p<0.01). However, the Mixed Effects model (Model 4) reveals that the positive relationship 
is only statistically significant in high-income countries (coefficient=0.042, p<0.01) and upper-middle-
income countries (coefficient=0.030, p<0.01). In low-income countries, the relationship is not statistically 
significant (coefficient=0.008, p>0.1), indicating that urbanization in low-income countries does not 
necessarily lead to improved access to public services—likely due to limited government capacity to expand 
service provision.

Table 4: Panel Data Regression Results (Dependent Variable: Access to Public Services Index)

Variable Model 1 
(Pooled OLS)

Model 2 
(Fixed Effects)

Model 3 
(Random Effects)

Model 4 
(Mixed Effects)

Urbanization Rate 
(%)

0.0035*** 
(0.0005)

0.0032*** 
(0.0006)

0.0038*** 
(0.0005)

0.0033*** 
(0.0006)

Urban Population 
Growth Rate (%)

0.0021**
 (0.0009)

0.0018* 
(0.0009)

0.0023**
(0.0009)

0.0020** 
(0.0009)

GDP per Capita 
(log)

0.085*** 
(0.007)

0.078***
 (0.008)

0.090*** 
(0.007)

0.082*** 
(0.008)

Government 
Spending on Edu-
cation and Health-

care (% of GDP)

0.012*** 
(0.001)

0.010*** 
(0.001)

0.013*** 
(0.001)

0.011*** 
(0.001)

Corruption Percep-
tion Index

0.0015*** 
(0.0002)

0.0013*** 
(0.w0002)

0.0016*** 
(0.0002)

0.0014*** 
(0.0002)

Ethnic Fractional-
ization

-0.048*** 
(0.013)

-0.043*** 
(0.014)

-0.051*** 
(0.013)

-0.045*** 
(0.014)

Regional Fixed 
Effects

No No No Yes

Income Group 
Fixed Effects

No No No Yes

Country Fixed 
Effects

No Yes No No
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R-squared (With-
in)

0.45 0.52 0.48 0.55

Observations 2,200 2,200 2,200 2,200

Note: Standard 
errors in parenthe-
ses. *** p<0.01, ** 
p<0.05, * p<0.1.

4.2 Qualitative Results
The qualitative analysis of the three case study cities (Tokyo, Lagos, São Paulo) revealed four key 

themes related to urbanization and social inequality: perceptions of exclusion, barriers to accessing public 
services, effectiveness of policy interventions, and trust in institutions. These themes are discussed below, 
with illustrative quotes from interview participants.

4.2.1 Perceptions of Exclusion
In all three cities, marginalized groups (rural migrants, low-income households) reported a strong 

sense of exclusion from urban society. In Lagos, rural migrants described feeling “unwelcome” in formal 
urban areas, where they faced discrimination based on their rural background and limited economic 
resources. One migrant from Ogun State, Nigeria, stated: “When I first came to Lagos, I tried to rent an 
apartment in Ikoyi [an affluent neighborhood], but the landlord told me ‘this area is not for people like you.’ 
I ended up moving to Makoko [a slum], where the rent is cheap but the conditions are terrible.”

In São Paulo, low-income residents of favelas reported feeling “segregated” from the rest of the city, 
both physically (due to the location of favelas on the outskirts of the city) and socially (due to negative 
stereotypes about favela residents). A resident of the Rocinha favela explained: “People in the city center 
think we are all criminals or drug dealers. They don’t want to interact with us, and we don’t have the money 
to go to their restaurants or shopping malls. It’s like we live in two different cities.”

In Tokyo, while the sense of exclusion was less pronounced than in Lagos and São Paulo, low-income 
foreign migrants reported facing barriers to social integration due to language and cultural differences. A 
migrant from Vietnam working in Tokyo’s construction sector said: “I’ve lived in Tokyo for five years, but 
I still don’t speak Japanese well. I can’t join community events or make Japanese friends, so I feel like an 
outsider. The high cost of living also makes it hard to save money or move to a better neighborhood.”

4.2.2 Barriers to Accessing Public Services
Across the three cities, marginalized groups identified several barriers to accessing public services, 

including cost, location, and discrimination. In Lagos, residents of slums reported that public healthcare 
facilities were either too far from their neighborhoods or too expensive to use. One resident of Kibera slum 
stated: “The nearest government hospital is 10 kilometers away, and I can’t afford the bus fare to get there. 
When my child got sick last year, I had to take him to a local clinic run by an NGO, but they didn’t have the 
medicine he needed.”

In São Paulo, low-income families reported that public schools in favelas were underfunded and 
overcrowded, making it difficult for children to receive a quality education. A mother of two children in the 
Paraisópolis favela explained: “My son’s school has 50 students in one classroom, and the teacher doesn’t 
have enough textbooks. He comes home every day saying he doesn’t understand the lessons. I want him to 
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go to a better school, but the good public schools are in the city center, and we can’t afford to move there.”
In Tokyo, while public services are generally accessible and affordable, foreign migrants reported 

facing language barriers when accessing healthcare and education. A migrant from Nepal said: “When I went 
to the hospital for a check-up, the doctor and nurses didn’t speak English. I had to bring a friend to translate, 
which was embarrassing. My daughter also struggles in school because the lessons are in Japanese, and she 
doesn’t have access to language support.”

4.2.3 Effectiveness of Policy Interventions
The qualitative analysis also revealed differences in the effectiveness of policy interventions across the 

three cities. In Tokyo, the government’s affordable housing program (implemented by the Japan Housing 
Corporation) and public transport subsidies were widely viewed as effective in reducing social inequality. 
A low-income resident of Tokyo’s Adachi Ward stated: “I live in a subsidized apartment, and the rent is only 
half of what I would pay for a private apartment. The public transport system is also cheap and reliable, so I 
can commute to work without spending too much money. These policies make it possible for people like me 
to live in Tokyo.”

In São Paulo, the city’s inclusive urban planning program (the “Favela-Bairro” program), which aims to 
upgrade favelas by providing infrastructure (e.g., roads, water, sanitation) and public services (e.g., schools, 
healthcare clinics), was viewed positively by many residents. A resident of the Vila Nova Cachoeirinha favela 
said: “Before the Favela-Bairro program, we didn’t have running water or paved roads. Now we have a 
school, a healthcare clinic, and clean water. It’s still not perfect, but it’s a big improvement.” However, some 
residents criticized the program for not addressing the root causes of inequality, such as lack of employment 
opportunities.

In Lagos, the government’s slum upgrading program (the “Lagos Slum Upgrading Initiative”) was 
viewed as less effective, due to corruption and lack of community engagement. A resident of Makoko slum 
stated: “The government said they would upgrade our slum, but they didn’t ask us what we needed. They 
built some new houses, but only the rich people got to live in them. The rest of us are still living in the same 
conditions as before. I think the politicians just wanted to make themselves look good.”

4.2.4 Trust in Institutions
Finally, the qualitative analysis revealed that trust in institutions (government, NGOs, private sector) 

varied across the three cities and influenced residents’ perceptions of inequality. In Tokyo, residents had 
high levels of trust in the government, due to the perceived effectiveness and transparency of public policies. 
A resident of Tokyo’s Shibuya Ward said: “The government listens to the people, and they use our tax money 
to provide good services. I trust them to make decisions that are in the best interest of all residents.”

In São Paulo, residents had moderate levels of trust in the government, with many expressing 
frustration about corruption but also recognizing the positive impact of some policies. A resident of the city 
center stated: “There is a lot of corruption in the government, but they have also done some good things, 
like the Favela-Bairro program. I think if they could reduce corruption, they could do even more to help poor 
people.”

In Lagos, residents had low levels of trust in the government, due to widespread corruption and a 
perceived lack of concern for marginalized groups. A resident of Kibera slum said: “The government doesn’t 
care about us. They only care about rich people and foreign investors. They promise to help us, but they 
never follow through. I don’t trust them at all.”
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5. Discussion

5.1 Interpretation of Quantitative Results
The quantitative findings align with several key theoretical frameworks and provide new insights into 

the relationship between urbanization and social inequality across global contexts.
First, the positive relationship between urbanization rate and income inequality (Table 2) supports 

the predictions of world systems theory and neo-Marxist urban theory. World systems theory argues that 
urbanization in peripheral and semi-peripheral countries (low- and middle-income countries) is driven 
by global capitalism, leading to the concentration of wealth in the hands of a small elite (Frank, 1966; 
Wallerstein, 1974). The Mixed Effects model (Model 4) confirms this, showing that the relationship between 
urbanization and income inequality is stronger in low-income countries (coefficient=0.031, p<0.01) than in 
high-income countries (coefficient=0.012, p<0.05). This suggests that in low-income countries, urbanization 
often benefits a small group of high-skilled workers and elites (e.g., professionals in the formal sector, 
business owners) while leaving the majority of urban residents—who work in low-wage, informal sectors—
trapped in poverty.

Neo-Marxist urban theory also helps explain this finding, as it emphasizes the role of capitalism 
in creating labor market polarization in cities (Harvey, 1973; Castells, 1989). In high-income countries, 
urbanization has led to the growth of high-skilled, high-wage jobs in sectors such as technology and finance, 
as well as low-skilled, low-wage jobs in the service sector—resulting in income inequality. However, the 
weaker relationship between urbanization and income inequality in high-income countries (compared to 
low-income countries) may be due to stronger social safety nets (e.g., minimum wage laws, unemployment 
benefits) and higher government spending on education and healthcare, which help mitigate the impacts of 
labor market polarization.

Second, the positive relationship between urbanization rate and slum prevalence rate (Table 3) 
highlights the challenges of rapid urbanization in developing countries. The Mixed Effects model (Model 
4) shows that this relationship is most pronounced in lower-middle-income countries (coefficient=0.35, 
p<0.01), followed by low-income countries (coefficient=0.28, p<0.01), while in high-income countries, the 
relationship is not statistically significant. This aligns with the empirical evidence reviewed in Chapter 2, 
which shows that rapid urbanization in developing countries often outpaces the supply of formal housing, 
leading to the growth of slums (UN-Habitat, 2021). In high-income countries, governments have the 
resources to build affordable housing and regulate urban development, which prevents the formation of 
slums.

Third, the conditional relationship between urbanization and access to public services (Table 4) 
supports the capability approach (Sen, 1999), which argues that the impacts of urbanization depend on 
the availability of resources and institutions to expand opportunities for all residents. In high-income 
and upper-middle-income countries, urbanization is associated with improved access to public services, 
as governments have the capacity to invest in education, healthcare, and infrastructure. In low-income 
countries, however, the relationship is not statistically significant, indicating that urbanization does 
not necessarily lead to improved access to public services—likely due to limited government capacity, 
corruption, and weak institutions.

The control variables in the quantitative models also provide important insights. GDP per capita has 
a negative relationship with income inequality and slum prevalence rate, and a positive relationship with 
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access to public services—indicating that economic development can help reduce urban social inequality. 
Government spending on education and healthcare has a negative relationship with income inequality 
and slum prevalence rate, and a positive relationship with access to public services—highlighting the 
importance of public investment in mitigating inequality. The Corruption Perception Index has a negative 
relationship with income inequality and slum prevalence rate, and a positive relationship with access to 
public services—underscoring the role of good governance in promoting inclusive urban development. 
Ethnic fractionalization has a positive relationship with income inequality and slum prevalence rate, and 
a negative relationship with access to public services—suggesting that social diversity can exacerbate 
inequality if not managed through inclusive policies.

5.2 Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Results
The integration of quantitative and qualitative results provides a more comprehensive understanding 

of the relationship between urbanization and social inequality. The quantitative results show that 
urbanization is associated with greater income inequality and slum prevalence in developing countries, 
while the qualitative results explain the mechanisms underlying these relationships and highlight the 
subjective experiences of marginalized groups.

For example, the quantitative results show that low-income countries have a stronger relationship 
between urbanization and income inequality than high-income countries. The qualitative results from Lagos 
(a low-income country city) explain this by showing that rural migrants in Lagos face discrimination and 
limited access to formal employment, forcing them to work in low-wage, informal sectors—perpetuating 
income inequality. In contrast, the qualitative results from Tokyo (a high-income country city) show that the 
government’s affordable housing program and public transport subsidies help mitigate income inequality 
by providing low-income residents with access to affordable housing and reliable transportation.

Similarly, the quantitative results show that urbanization is associated with higher slum prevalence 
in lower-middle-income countries. The qualitative results from São Paulo (a lower-middle-income country 
city) explain this by showing that rapid urbanization in São Paulo has led to the growth of favelas, as the 
government has been unable to keep up with the demand for formal housing. However, the qualitative 
results also show that the Favela-Bairro program has helped improve living conditions in some favelas—
demonstrating that policy interventions can mitigate the negative impacts of urbanization.

The qualitative results also provide insights into the behavioral and subjective dimensions of urban 
inequality, which are not captured by the quantitative data. For example, the quantitative data measures 
access to public services using objective indicators (e.g., student-teacher ratios, number of hospital beds), 
but the qualitative data shows that marginalized groups face additional barriers to accessing services, 
such as language barriers (in Tokyo) and discrimination (in Lagos). These subjective barriers can have a 
significant impact on well-being and social mobility, even if objective indicators suggest that services are 
available.

Finally, the qualitative results highlight the importance of trust in institutions in shaping perceptions 
of inequality. The quantitative data shows that corruption is associated with greater inequality, but the 
qualitative data shows that low levels of trust in the government (as in Lagos) can exacerbate feelings 
of exclusion and hopelessness—even if some policy interventions are implemented. This suggests that 
building trust in institutions is a critical component of reducing urban social inequality.
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5.3 Theoretical Contributions
This study makes several theoretical contributions to the literature on urbanization and social 

inequality.
First, it integrates multiple theoretical frameworks (world systems theory, neo-Marxist urban theory, 

capability approach, social capital theory) to provide a more comprehensive explanation of the relationship 
between urbanization and social inequality. Previous studies have often relied on a single theoretical 
framework, which limits their ability to explain the diverse experiences of urbanization across global 
contexts. By integrating multiple frameworks, this study shows that the relationship between urbanization 
and inequality is shaped by a combination of global economic structures (world systems theory), local 
capitalist dynamics (neo-Marxist urban theory), individual capabilities (capability approach), and social 
networks (social capital theory).

Second, it highlights the importance of context-specific factors in shaping the relationship between 
urbanization and inequality. The quantitative results show that the relationship between urbanization 
and inequality varies by income group, and the qualitative results show that the effectiveness of policy 
interventions varies by city context. This challenges the universalist assumptions of some previous 
studies (e.g., modernization theory), which argue that urbanization will eventually reduce inequality in all 
countries. Instead, this study shows that the impacts of urbanization depend on a range of factors, including 
economic development, institutional quality, and policy interventions.

Third, it incorporates behavioral and subjective dimensions of inequality into the analysis. Previous 
studies have often focused on objective measures of inequality (e.g., income gaps, slum prevalence), but this 
study shows that subjective perceptions of exclusion, barriers to accessing services, and trust in institutions 
are critical components of urban inequality. This aligns with the capability approach (Sen, 1999) and social 
capital theory (Putnam, 2000), which emphasize the importance of individual experiences and social 
relationships in shaping inequality.

5.4 Practical Implications
The findings of this study have several practical implications for policymakers, urban planners, and 

practitioners working to promote inclusive urban development.
First, the study highlights the need for context-specific policy interventions. The quantitative results 

show that the relationship between urbanization and inequality varies by income group, and the qualitative 
results show that policy interventions that are effective in one context (e.g., affordable housing in Tokyo) 
may not be effective in another (e.g., slum upgrading in Lagos). Policymakers should therefore tailor 
interventions to the specific needs and challenges of their cities. For example, in low-income countries, 
policies should focus on expanding formal employment opportunities, improving access to basic services 
(water, sanitation, healthcare), and reducing corruption. In high-income countries, policies should focus on 
reducing labor market polarization, increasing affordable housing in central areas, and addressing the needs 
of marginalized groups (e.g., foreign migrants).

Second, the study emphasizes the importance of inclusive urban planning. The qualitative results show 
that policy interventions that involve community engagement (e.g., the Favela-Bairro program in São Paulo) 
are more effective than top-down interventions (e.g., the Lagos Slum Upgrading Initiative). Policymakers 
should therefore ensure that marginalized groups are involved in the design and implementation of 
urban development projects. This can be achieved through mechanisms such as community meetings, 
participatory planning workshops, and the establishment of community-based organizations.
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Third, the study highlights the need for investment in public services. The quantitative results show 
that government spending on education and healthcare is associated with lower inequality and improved 
access to services. Policymakers should therefore increase investment in public services, particularly in 
low-income countries where service provision is limited. This includes building more schools and hospitals 
in marginalized neighborhoods, training more teachers and healthcare workers, and providing financial 
support to low-income families to access services.

Fourth, the study underscores the importance of reducing corruption and building trust in institutions. 
The quantitative results show that corruption is associated with greater inequality, and the qualitative 
results show that low levels of trust in the government can exacerbate feelings of exclusion. Policymakers 
should therefore implement anti-corruption measures (e.g., transparency in public spending, accountability 
mechanisms) and work to build trust in institutions by delivering on policy promises and engaging with 
marginalized groups.

Finally, the study highlights the need for international cooperation to address urban inequality. 
Urbanization is a global phenomenon, and the challenges of inequality are not limited to individual 
countries. International organizations (e.g., the UN, World Bank) should provide financial and technical 
support to low-income countries to help them manage rapid urbanization. This includes supporting 
affordable housing programs, improving infrastructure, and building institutional capacity.

5.5 Limitations of the Study
Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that should be noted.
First, the quantitative component relies on secondary data, which may have limitations in terms of 

accuracy and comparability across countries. For example, data on slum prevalence and access to public 
services may be collected using different methodologies in different countries, which can affect the 
reliability of the results. Future studies could use primary data collection to address this limitation.

Second, the qualitative component focuses on three case study cities, which may not be representative 
of all cities in their respective regions. For example, Tokyo is a high-income city in Asia, but other Asian 
cities (e.g., Mumbai, Bangkok) may have different experiences of urbanization and inequality. Future studies 
could include more case study cities to increase the generalizability of the results.

Third, the study focuses on the relationship between urbanization and social inequality, but it 
does not explore the interactions between urbanization and other global challenges, such as climate 
change and technological transformation. For example, climate change is likely to exacerbate urban 
inequality by disproportionately affecting low-income neighborhoods (e.g., through flooding, heatwaves), 
and technological transformation (e.g., automation) may lead to job losses in low-skilled sectors—
further increasing inequality. Future studies could explore these interactions to provide a more holistic 
understanding of urban challenges.

Fourth, the study does not explore the long-term impacts of policy interventions. The qualitative 
results provide insights into the short-term effectiveness of policies, but it is unclear how these policies will 
affect inequality over time. Future studies could use longitudinal data to evaluate the long-term impacts of 
policy interventions.

6. Conclusion
This study has examined the relationship between urbanization and social inequality across global 

contexts, using a mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative data analysis and qualitative 
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case studies. The findings show that urbanization is associated with greater income inequality and slum 
prevalence in developing countries, while in high-income countries, the relationship is weaker due to 
stronger social safety nets and more effective policy interventions. The study also shows that the impacts 
of urbanization on social inequality are shaped by a range of factors, including economic development, 
institutional quality, and policy interventions.

The qualitative results provide insights into the subjective experiences of marginalized groups, 
highlighting the importance of perceptions of exclusion, barriers to accessing public services, and trust in 
institutions in shaping urban inequality. The integration of quantitative and qualitative results shows that 
context-specific policy interventions—such as inclusive urban planning, investment in public services, and 
anti-corruption measures—can effectively mitigate urban social inequality.

This study contributes to the interdisciplinary literature on global society and behavioral sciences by 
providing a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between urbanization and social inequality, 
and by highlighting the importance of integrating objective and subjective measures of inequality. The 
practical implications of the study can inform the design of evidence-based policies to promote inclusive 
urban development, which is critical for achieving the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Despite its limitations, this study provides a foundation for future research on urbanization and social 
inequality. Future studies could explore the interactions between urbanization and other global challenges, 
evaluate the long-term impacts of policy interventions, and use primary data collection to address the 
limitations of secondary data. By continuing to study the relationship between urbanization and social 
inequality, we can work towards creating more sustainable, inclusive, and equitable cities for all.
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