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Abstract 

Urbanization is an inevitable aspect of the development process. The increasing proportion of population living in urban 
areas indicates the high rate at which the process of urbanization is growing in society. It has been quite a recent phenomenon that the 
researchers have shifted their attention towards the increasing urbanization of the countryside into suburban settlements. Researches 
are being conducted about the impact of increasing urbanization on the peripheral areas nearby the urban centers which are giving up 
their agricultural lands for urban purposes. This high rising process has changed the very structure and the land use pattern of these 
rural areas, thereby developing suburbs nearby the urban centers. Thus, keeping in view, the emerging issue of suburban development, 
this paper attempts to understand the process of suburbanization in India and how this process has affected the socio-economic 
scenario of the people living in that area. This study is purely based on the existing literature on the very topic and is descriptive in 
nature. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
The growing urbanization of the villages adjacent to the city centre and the peripheral areas has become a major area of 

concern for the researchers in the contemporary time. The villages and the peripheral areas are seemingly forced to surrender their 
agricultural lands to the rising demands of the expanding city. As a consequence, this has also brought about distinctive changes to the 
very infrastructure of these areas and the land use patterns. With these emerging issues concerning urbanization, there is much talk 
about the concepts of suburb, suburban development and development of peripheral areas. While more and more rural areas have 
emerged as urban areas in the world context, suburbs and peripheries have also grown therewith. The urban areas are expanding in the 
outward direction at a much faster pace which has also contributed to the growth of suburban areas. 

 
The peripheries and the suburbs of the urban areas are the most congested areas of the city as these areas are utilized for multi 

purposes. The land use in such areas ranges from industrial to residential or leisure purposes. They are also significant in terms of the 
contrasting social and political views on the use of the city boundaries, whether they should be urbanized or preserved for their 
openness and green space, as well as who should decide on their destiny. Moreover, these are the areas with the greatest possibility 
and flexibility for change (Stanilov and Scheer, 2004). For some decades scholars have been emphasizing how suburbs, as well as 
attracting middle class and elite groups, have also attracted migrants from rural areas who wanted cheap land where they could build 
their own houses incrementally, and grow some of their own food or work in suburban manufacturing. As urbanization continues, 
making metropolitan areas more complex, those studying and working on urban issues will need to understand their various 
components. The term suburb represents a long-standing and viable term for describing development beyond the core city. 

 
Thus, keeping in mind the importance of the process of suburbanization, this paper is an attempt to understand the concept of 

suburbanization and the process of growing suburbanization in India and the developing countries. 
 

II. METHODOLOGY 
This paper is descriptive in nature. To fulfill the objectives of the paper, data have been collected from the existing literature 

on the topic of suburbanization. Secondary sources such as research articles, books, review papers, magazines, official documents, and 
newspapers have been taken into consideration.  

 
III. DISCUSSION 
 The discussion is mainly sub-divided into three sections. The first section briefly discusses about the concept and definitions 
of suburb provided by various scholars.  The second section gives an understanding on the emergence of the concept of suburb around 
the world. The last and the third section gives a brief discussion on suburban development in India and the developing countries. 
Suburbs: Definition and Concept 
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There is no consensus as to what exactly constitutes a suburb. Suburbs have been defined according to many different 
dimensions from location and transportation modes to culture and physical appearance. Given this confusion, one approach is to 
abandon the term; another is to use it with greater precision. Thus, while defining a suburb, “consensus seems unlikely to emerge 
anytime soon” (Nicolaides and Wiese, 2006). 

 
Suburb is not a new word but rather comes from the Latin ‘suburbium’ or ‘under the city’. The Oxford English Dictionary’s 

definition of suburbs thus refers to suburbs as a location: “The country lying immediately outside a town or city; more particularly, 
those residential parts belonging to a town or city that lies immediately outside and adjacent to its walls or boundaries” (Oxford 
English Dictionary, 2011:555). The dictionary provides examples of usage in English from the late fourteenth century. Suburb could 
mean both a literal place as well as the figurative outskirts of something such as a place, idea, or event. At their most basic, then, 
suburbs are outside of a town or city but belonging to it (Frost, 1991). 

 
Suburbanization is the process by which cities expand their peripheries which develop into areas having all the facilities of an 

urban area, but outside the boundary of the corporate limits of the city1. In this sense, suburbs are those areas adjacent to the urban 
centre that develop as a result of the expansion of the city. These areas, initially rural, get developed into places having all the 
characteristics of an urban area, both structural and socio-economic. Suburbs have less population density than the urban centre, with 
people engaged more in non-agricultural occupations and urban land use. The term suburban also can refer to a way of life identified 
with suburbs. The definition of suburb and the characteristics of suburbs differ around the world, in part because of differences in 
local government structure. In many countries, suburbs are relatively new neighborhoods within a city or within a metropolitan area 
served by one government. In Census reports and in academic research using census data, a city’s fringe and its ring became its 
suburbs. Individual incorporated places within the fringe or ring also are called suburbs. Demographers such as Schnore (1957) 
emphasized the diversity of these incorporated places, and suggested categories. Schnore used the term ‘‘suburb’’ for primarily 
residential municipalities; with residents commuting daily to city jobs at large. 

 
A major difficulty with a locational definition is that urban areas come in a lot of different shapes and sizes with implications 

for the character of their suburbs. One estimate is that there are 50,000 urban areas in the world but some are quite small and a suburb 
in a town of 5,000 is different in character to one in a city of 5 million (Satterthwaite, 2007). In part to get around this problem 
Fishman (1987) distinguishes between a suburb, defined by location, and a “true suburb that must embody in its design a ‘marriage of 
town and country,’ a distinct zone set apart from by the solid rows of city streets and from rural fields.” That is for “true” suburbs, he 
rejects a purely locational definition in favour of one based on physical characteristics and styles of building, design, and planning. 
Some people know suburbs when they see them because they have certain features that can be identified with the naked eye such as 
detached housing, single-story factories and warehouses, campus-style low-rise office complexes, strip shopping centres, and large-
scale shopping malls. Some of these characteristics can seem obviously related, such as density and detached housing. For example, 
Jones Dunham and Williamson (2009) describe suburbs as dominated by lower-density, single use private buildings designed as 
objects in a landscape, and funded or built by short-term investors such as real estate investment trusts and larger scale home builders; 
transportation is auto-oriented, with a looped and cul-de-sac network. 

 
Closely related to definitions based on physical features are functional definitions. Prominent among these are definitions 

related to means of gaining access to suburbs. One common definition is that suburbs are areas within commuting distance of the core 
city. Clapson (2003), in a review of definitions, cites a common version, defining suburbs as “beyond the heart of the town but within 
its urban orbit” with a “geography…intermediate between the town centre and the countryside,” and also depending on the town 
centre for “shopping, leisure and other requirements”. Earlier, Douglass (1925) had defined as suburban, lower density locations from 
which “the heart of the city can be reached conveniently, quickly, and at low cost.” This is a viable definition in smaller areas, though 
as many contemporary urban areas have multiple cores, and employment is increasingly scattered across the metropolitan area, its 
underlying assumptions are less tenable in larger polycentric cities. Suburbs may also be defined as municipalities or neighbourhoods 
with some political or administrative role. The Oxford English Dictionary (2011) has examples of such usage from the mid-15th 
century with suburbs being “any of such residential parts, having a definite designation, boundary, or organization”. The socio-cultural 
dimension of defining a suburb is a prominent one in many definitions. As Healy (1994) states in the introduction to a collection of 
essays on Australian suburbs, “the terms ‘suburb’ and ‘suburbia’ have functioned as imagined spaces on to which a vast array of fears, 
desires, insecurities, obsessions and yearnings have been projected and displaced.” 

 
 

 
1 Scott, John. (ed). (1994). Oxford Dictionary of Sociology. UK: Oxford University Press, 741. 
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Emergence of Suburbs around the World 
The process of suburbanization is one of the most vital research areas of the present-day urban studies and social geography. 

Over the past few decades, the rapid transformation of the outlying areas of big cities has attracted the interest of many scholars in the 
field of socio-urban studies. This process of suburban development can be considered as a part of the wider process of peri-urban 
expansion that is taking place in the global platform (Stanilov and Scheer, 2004). Suburbanization, though recently coming into more 
focus, is not a very new phenomenon. The roots of suburbs go back to the eighteenth century when more successful entrepreneurs 
started building large houses on the peripheral areas outside the central city. However, suburbanization became more prominent a 
feature of urban growth in the latter part of the nineteenth century. 1960s were seen as the peak of suburban growth in the most 
urbanized countries of Northern and Western Europe, North America and Australasia. As stated by Champion (2001), the process of 
suburban development started as a result of the housing needs and aspirations of the family. It initiated the first wave of 
suburbanization in Western countries after World War II characterized by residential suburbanization and dominant process of 
population redistribution. This rapid growth of suburban areas was the product of the ever-increasing population in the commuting 
hinterlands on the edge or outside the central city. The process of suburbanization accelerated further with the changes in transport and 
communication system and the upsurge in personal wealth. Since 1950s, suburbanization has come to be viewed as urban 
decentralization which reflects the shift in patterns of development from the mainly lateral expansion of the city’s built-up core into 
much deeper penetration of house building into an extensive commuting hinterland or ring (Champion, 2001). This approach was 
adopted by the USA in their 1960 census in the form of Standard Metropolitan Area (SMA), which was defined on the basis of a 
municipality of above a certain population called the ‘central city’ together with contiguous countries having metropolitan character 
linked to the central city by a certain level of commuting referred to as ‘suburbs’ in the majority of the literature (Shryock, 1957). In 
Europe also, similar approaches were adopted most notably in ‘the metropolitan areas’ defined by Hall and Hay (1980) and the 
‘functional urban regions’ by Berg et al. (1982), while in most other advanced economies some form of metropolitan area has been 
identified for academic or official purposes, normally distinguishing between a core and surrounding commuting zone. Using the 
approach of ‘stages of urban development’, they have demonstrated very effectively the progress of suburbanization of the European 
urban system as a whole and of a dozen separate countries from Western and Eastern Europe.   

 
Suburbanization is by no means a new phenomenon, with its origins traceable in the building of large homes by more 

successful entrepreneurs on the outskirts of the burgeoning centers of industry and commerce over a century and a half ago. It became 
significant as an urban feature during the latter half of the nineteenth century as cheap forms of mass transit loosened the ties between 
home and workplace for those with secure jobs and relatively ‘social’ hours of work. Subsequently, it accelerated as a result of further 
changes in transport and personal wealth, surging ahead especially strongly around mid-century, to the extent that in the ‘stages of 
urban development’ model it is seen to have become the dominant element of urban change in the 1960s not only in the Anglo-
American world but widely across Western Europe. Since then, however, the suburbs have, in one sense, been eclipsed by other 
developments, and at the same time have begun to undergo a revolution which appears to render the original terminology obsolete. 

 
Growing suburbanization in India and the developing countries 

Even though rural and urban areas are conceptualized in terms of their distinctive spatiality and are distinguishable from each 
other, the present day rural and urban settlements are quite entangled phenomenon. The distinction between them was quite evident in 
the pre-industrial and even in the early industrial period, at least in terms of their physical elements. But in the contemporary urban 
settlements, with the emergence of large metropolitan cities, rural and urban areas have become quite overlapped. Urban sprawl into 
the surrounding countryside is an inevitable aspect of contemporary urbanization. With the rapid growth of urban areas, the difference 
between urban and rural areas is diminishing at a faster rate. This process of decentralization has made rural and urban settlements 
more entangled physically as well as functionally. While the suburb was a Western form of urban development, it is by no means 
confined to the core economies. In many cities in the developing economies, affluent suburbs have emerged as a key urban form. It is 
not only evident in more advanced countries, but also rapidly occurring in developing countries of Asia and Africa. In many sub-
Saharan African cities, urbanization has spread more rapidly, while there has also been a progressive ‘ruralization’ of the urban (Stren, 
1994). There is a distinctive pattern of urban growth in South-East Asia, as McGee (1991) called desakota, which means urbanization 
has spread into the surrounding countryside. In this context, Pahl (1970) stated, “In an urbanized society, urban is everywhere and 
nowhere…” 

 
The concept of suburb emerged as a Western form of urban growth, but it has now become a much-pronounced issue in the 

developing countries as well. The number of people living in cities is now 3.3 billion which is projected to be nearly 5 billion by 2030, 
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about 90% of which is occurring in the developing world, especially in Asia and Africa2. These developing countries are going 
through the same process of threefold evolution that transformed Europe and North America between the period of 1750 and 1950, 
with rapid industrialization of agriculture followed by huge influx of people from rural areas to cities. But the rate at which today’s 
developing countries are urbanizing is much faster than that of the West. As stated by reports, on average, 5 million people in 
developing countries move to cities every month. As urban areas struggle to adjust to this growth, the new residents often end up 
crowded into already overflowed slums. Moreover, the fast rate at which the cities in the developing countries is growing, they also 
have concentrated immense poverty and deprivation. This rapid growth in urbanization process is also accompanied by increasing 
inequalities, which pose enormous challenge to human security and safety. 

 
Suburbanization is happening much more quickly in India than anticipated. Encouraging sustainability and building cities 

that are more inclusive in nature by merging nearby rural areas in the urbanization process could help reducing poverty and increase 
livability. India’s urbanization is growing rather rapidly even though there is a widely held view that it is slower than the rest of the 
developing countries. One of the prime characteristics of India’s urbanization process is the suburban growth. The rural areas which 
are adjacent to major metropolitan cities are developing rather rapidly and generating higher employment than the mega cities, as 
reported by various researches. A study by the World Bank on urban growth in India states that, growth of urban areas in India is very 
much faster than expected. In the last decade, ninety million new residents have been added to the urban areas and it is projected that 
by 2030; cities in India will be home to another 250 million people. In a study conducted by Tara Vishwanath3, a World Bank 
economist, she and her team found that most of the development is taking place beyond metropolitan areas. She stated that, in India 
suburban development is taking place rather earlier than anticipated. Usually, suburbanization takes place in middle to advanced 
stages of urbanization, while in India it is quite early. Nevertheless, the economist said that it could be a positive phenomenon for 
India in terms of development of the economy and employment prospects. Investing in connecting urban centres with the peripheral 
areas will be beneficial to the overall growth of the economy. Improving this connectivity will not only facilitate the movement of 
goods but it will attract people and businesses as well. 

 
Studies emphasized on large metropolises in India show that within the agglomeration of the large metro cities such as Delhi, 

Mumbai, Chennai and Kolkata; there is a higher growth rate in their peripheral or suburban areas than that of the central cities 
indicating a faster growth of the urban agglomerations. Cities like Jamshedpur and Asansol which now have become metro cities also 
show similar trend of urban growth in terms of fast-growing peripheral areas. The growth of suburbs and peripheries in these cities is 
significant from the perspective of regional development. This growth pattern also indicates another feature of India’s suburban 
development in terms of population concentration along urban corridors. Closeness to cities such as Amritsar-Jalandhar-Ludhiana, 
Kolkata-Dhanbad-Jamshedpur, and Vadodara-Ahmedabad-Surat, shows spatial concentration of population along these urban 
corridors. These analyses of India’s urbanization indicate that in the coming decades, a bulk of the urban population will be living in 
metro cities. Agricultural mandi towns, new industrial centres and townships, and service activities located in metropolitan regions are 
now common features of the peripheral towns. These urban corridors have been attracting a substantial volume of economic activities 
in terms of development in industries and regional infrastructure. The industrial units have come up mostly in the rural settlements or 
small towns around a few bug cities. The primary reason for this industrial settlement is because of easy availability of land in these 
areas, better access to unorganized labour force, and less stringent implementation of environmental restrictions in these settlements. 
Moreover, it is easy to find shelter in these ‘degenerated peripheries and work in the industries located therein, and also it is easier to 
commute daily to the central city for work (Kundu, 1989). With the developing transportation system, private transport and flyovers; it 
has also made easier for the people to travel to the peripheries for work. 

 
 In India, suburban development is also visible in terms of growth of urban villages. Urban village is actually a village which 
has acquired some of the characteristics of an urban area by giving up the agricultural land for public purposes or by developing 
residential or industrial colonies. With the development of industrial corridors, many villages locating in these corridors are going 
through a transitional stage. These villages due to growing market forces are transforming their rural characters and turning into urban 
villages.  
 

 There are three important phases of transformation of these urbanizing villages (Misra and Singh, 1996).  

 
2 UN Population Fund, State of World Population 2007: Unleashing the Potential of Urban Growth (2007), pp. 6 
3 Urbanization beyond Municipal Boundaries: Nurturing Metropolitan Economies and Connecting Peri-Urban Areas in India, World 
Bank Report, 2013 
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 First stage is the pre-transition stage, where the village is close to the urban extension areas and it gradually starts changing its 
character. 

 The second stage is the transition stage where the village comes under the urban extension area and as a result it shows 
diminishing agricultural lands, increase in population by urban and rural immigrants, and a rising land value. 

 The third stage is the post-transition stage, where the village in close connection to the adjacent developed areas starts 
transforming into urban character and becomes inter-dependent with the urban area. 
 

The urban character of Delhi shows similar pattern of transformation. The city has gradually engulfed the rural hinterlands by 
turning them into urban villages in the process of rapid urbanization. However, villages which are located in close proximity to the 
urban corridors have more chances of urbanizing at a faster rate than that of the villages which are away from the corridors. The 
growth of urban villages is at a faster rate in Delhi. India’s capital city Delhi has been growing at a phenomenal rate during the past 
decades. Apart from being the capital, it is also one of the biggest business centres in the country which attracts a large number of 
people from around the country in search of livelihood and better opportunities for life. As the rate of urbanization increases in this 
city, the rural areas are shrinking simultaneously. This city has higher gross density in the peripheral areas than in the inner areas 
(Kumar, 2000). Another metropolitan city of India, Chennai is also marked with a tremendous growth in the suburban areas outside 
the central city. Beginning from the colonial foundation of the city, urbanization of the city has been characterized by a tendency to 
grow in the outward direction. Ellefsen (1966) has briefed about the desire of the ‘Anglo-Madrasis’ towards suburban areas to retreat 
into their garden estates. The southern part of the city is marked by a wide area of low-density suburbs. 

 
Among various patterns of suburbanization in India, the development of Information Technology (IT) clusters is one notable 

trend experienced by many Southern Indian cities. In Bangalore, the growing Information Technology clusters have made this 
metropolis one of the quintessential ‘global cities’ of the urban world (Sassen, 2001). These new clusters are located at the periphery 
of the city as is the case with International Technology Park and the Electronic City in Bangalore. In India, this pattern of peripheral 
development has been followed by Chennai, Hyderabad and Pune. In Hyderabad, resorting to the strategy initiated in 1970s when 
heavy industries were located outside the city, HITEC city was set up on the periphery of the existing city limits along the lines of the 
new science park model used in Taiwan. Within a decade, the Madhapur village where the HITEC city is located is in spatial 
continuity with Jubilee Hills which is posh suburb. With the development of these IT clusters, the village has now been integrated 
with the central city. The dominant factor for the integration of these peri-urban areas is the profession. Having set up the IT clusters, 
they have become workplaces for many people from the city and also from outside which in turn made the integration process quicker. 
In India, many cities share their boundaries with sea-sides and river-sides. Some of the major cities like Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata and 
Chennai; they are fronted by either a river or a sea. In case of Mumbai also, the development of the city has basically been a 
negotiation with each of the seven islands as well as of the larger island of Salsette which is housing the extended suburb on the edges 
of the city and also with human interventions like the urban rail and road transport corridors. One of the defining characteristics of 
Mumbai’s urban growth is the trend along its numerous waterside edges. 

 
E. Denis et al. (2012) have presented the development of suburbs and peripheries in terms of subaltern urbanization. 

Subaltern urbanization refers to the process of autonomous growth of settlement agglomerations which may or may not be denoted 
urban by the Census of India. These settlements are generated by historical or market forces which are not dependent on large 
traditionally important agglomerations. These settlements are characterized by a degree of autonomy and its independence from the 
metropolis. For example, Gurgaon located at the periphery of Delhi, has grown itself by expanding its boundaries. However, the city 
initially grew based on the state’s investment on automobile manufacturing industry and hence as a suburb of Delhi. But at present the 
city’s growth is driven mostly by modern service sectors located on the National Highway and the local entrepreneurship. 

 
As peripheral areas have started to grow, changes in terms of livelihood are inevitable. With rural areas being urban in 

character, the livelihood primarily shifted from agricultural to non-agricultural. Occupations like wage labour, unskilled and semi-
skilled worker in the industries and manufacturing units, local entrepreneurs, workers in public services, are taking up the places of 
agriculture and allied occupations. However, agriculture has not been uprooted completely; rather it has become more commercial 
than substantial. Previously, in rural areas agriculture was a source of subsistence economy. But when the rural areas have come in 
contact with the urban areas, and as various means of technical support have come to increase the agricultural productivity, it has 
taken up a commercial character. These areas have become specialized markets catering to the needs of the nearby city areas. As the 
market area develops, it also attracts various urban amenities to the locality. Places growing as suburbs have schools, health centers, 
post offices and such other service centers available in the urban centers. Development of the suburban areas and the peripheries has 
transformed not only the livelihood scenario of these areas but the infrastructure as well. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 
Due to urban expansion, the rural areas nearby the urban centre are being taken up for urban land use and they are emerging 

as suburbs. The process of suburbanization is expanding more and more and, in the process, villages are getting urbanized at the same 
pace. Suburbanization has been changing the whole scenario of the villages by transforming the rural structure into that of urban 
structures. Not only the structure but suburbanization has also brought about changes in the socio-economic structure of these villages. 
Due to growing urban land use, there is a huge shift from agricultural and allied occupation to that of non-agricultural occupations. 
People are engaged more in the urban occupations. Moreover, due to advancement in transport and communication, it has become 
easier for the villagers to access the facilities available in the urban centre. Even those who were engaged in agricultural occupation 
are now commuting to the urban centre daily for their livelihood. Therefore, urbanization has accelerated the process of 
suburbanization in the nearby villages which in turn has changed the socio-economic and demographic structure of the nearby 
villages. The metropolitanization of the developing cities has made the inter-relativity between the core and the periphery more 
visible. With the expansion of the city boundaries, the transformation process invariably affects the peripheral neighbourhoods as they 
are brought within the development planning of the city.  

 
In India, even though growth of suburbs and peripheries are on the rise in the contemporary period, less work has been done 

in this field. Indian urbanization at present is marked by growing suburbs outside the corporate limits of the city. Between the actual 
city area and the rural areas, there lies the suburban places with almost urban like characteristics. Emergence of shops, service centers, 
schools, health centers, sub-branches of post offices; are features that represent the urbanizing nature of these rural areas. Moreover, 
construction of industrial units in the countryside and National Highways even accelerates this growth. The suburban face of Indian 
urbanization has come forward as a great area of concern for the academic arena. 
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