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Abstract 
Urbanization is ongoing and its processes infringe upon human rights, along 
with creating opportunities for people. This systematic literature review gives 
an overview of the state of research on the impacts of urbanization processes 
on human rights. The primary literature corpus exists of case studies in the 
regions of developing and to a lesser extent of emerging and, still lesser ex-
tent, developed countries. Urbanization has mainly impacted socio-cultural- 
economic rights, such as an adequate standard of living or access to medical 
services; however, other human rights are also of concern, such as non-dis- 
crimination. Apart from those, the state of research also considers the linkag-
es to other global change processes, contextual settings, and local problems such 
as environmental degradation. It also reports on the solutions to overcome 
the adverse impacts through planning, fair access rights, and sustainable land 
use. 
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1. Urbanization in Context 

The city is a unique product of socio-economic activities and technological de-
velopments, which tend to affect every aspect of reality as it comes into exis-
tence, such as inhabitants’ physical environment and socio-cultural settings (Davis, 
1955). As a part of human life for thousands of years, it is now a dominant ele-
ment of the vast majority of global population due to constant massive expan-
sion and global change processes such as industrialization, internal and external 
migration, land-use changes, and climate change (Petrasek, 2014; Ray & Borer, 
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2018). Next to cities and megacities being the hotspots of social and cultural de-
velopments in our time, (rapid) urbanization processes are bearing substantially 
severe consequences. However, the experience is uneven for the people in dif-
ferent contexts and with varying backgrounds due to the various inequalities and 
uneven distribution of power concerning the different sources of power; fur-
thermore, these issues undoubtedly host social problems and human rights con-
cerns in the urban landscape and for the people living in such areas (Ray & Bor-
er, 2018). 

The process of urbanization and associated problems are proceeding; there-
fore, urban research and cognate disciplines have been exploring, explaining, 
and criticizing its future direction and potentialities. However, the research is 
often not comprehensive, reflects single-sided pictures, and lacks the interrelation 
with other global change processes. Most of the reviewed literature displays a di-
rection on relations and viewpoints of specific human rights consequences or solu-
tions (Rossi-Espagnet, 1983; Cohen, 2006) in one locality or a region (Alkema et 
al., 2013; Ooi & Phua, 2007) for a particular type of affected groups (Wisner, 
1995). Moreover, there is no coherent and comprehensive article reviewing the 
link between urbanization processes and human rights. The added value of this 
research is to give an overview and to bring together very different and broadly 
spread existing literature, to list and (a) analyze urbanization as a cause and (b) 
impacts on human rights as an effect in different geographic locations. 

Urbanization is rapid, and it is crucial to understand the impacts of this change 
thoroughly. Hence, this paper aims not to appraise each shred of empirical evi-
dence concerning the link between urbanization processes and human rights, 
nor to endorse one side in the ongoing debate. Instead, it provides an overview 
of the published discourse of the impacts of urbanization processes on urban 
dwellers’ human rights and their interplays with contextual factors and global 
change processes by analyzing and synthesizing so far published results identi-
fied within the literature review. 

1.1. Urbanization Processes Worldwide 

Several factors impact the substantial population growth in cities, e.g., natural in-
crease (Ray & Borer, 2018), rural-to-urban migration, and urban sprawl and ru-
ral-to-urban spatial transformation (United Nations, 2019b). However, data is a 
challenge to analyze urbanization due to countries’ self-reporting and diverse clas-
sifications of what a city is (Uchida & Nelson, 2010). Even if there is no unanim-
ous definition nor consensus of what urbanization means, and correspondingly a 
city illustrates, it is a changeover of demographics from a dispersed rural area to 
a relatively dense urban settlement and eventually becoming more urban (Mc- 
Granahan et al., 2016). Nonetheless, it is indisputable that an ever-increasing 
majority of people will continue to settle in urban areas while the urbanization 
process further continues (Vlahov, 2002). 

The proportion of the global urban population has gone ahead very fast and 
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reached proportions far more generous during the last century than at previous 
times in the world history (Davis, 1955; Vlahov, 2002). United Nations (2019a) 
highlights that the world is more urban than ever, with the urban population 
exceeding the rural population in 2017. The report states that the world reached 
7.7 billion in mid-2019 and expects to reach 8.5 billion in 2030, where urban 
areas virtually embody all the expected growth by around 90% of the growth 
occurring in Asia and Africa. Thus, urbanization is a determining factor upon 
human rights issues with a more than four-fold growth of urban population, 
from an estimated 0.8 billion to an estimated 4.2 billion between 1950 and 2018, 
resulting in the proportion of urban rising from 30% in 1950 to 55% in 2018 
(United Nations, 2019b). 

1.2. Contextual Differences 

Urbanization is a global phenomenon, and human rights violations do not change 
based on location; nonetheless, regional differences are apparent when we look 
at its impacts on human rights (Mihr, 2010: p. 4). Developing countries encoun-
ter more significant urbanization challenges than developed ones (Henderson, 
2002) since urbanization increases at rates much higher at comparable develop-
ment levels and takes place in the absence of significant industrial expansion 
(Preston, 1979; Ray & Borer, 2018). 

Developing countries have fast-growing economies and an increasingly young 
population since their cities typically offer tangible economic benefits (Glaeser & 
Steinberg, 2017). However, in many parts of these regions, there are still contex-
tual conditions such as authoritarianism, religious dogmatism, defective demo-
cracies, as well as non-democratic governance structures (Mihr, 2010: p. 4). Thus, 
rapid urbanization and influencing processes impact human and urban devel-
opment more substantially (Henderson, 2002). 

1.3. Urbanization Definitions 

Most analysts rely on the United Nations standardized definition of urban local-
ities with population under 20,000 and cities with population above 100,000 res-
idents (Kasarda & Crenshaw, 1991), and most scholars often oversimplify urba-
nization to a simple criterion—a shift in population size within a bounded area 
(Dorélien et al., 2013; Hussain & Imitiyaz, 2018). However, it is a multifaceted 
phenomenon with myriad dimensions. Although the demographic definition is 
generally accepted, the interpretation is far from homogenous across countries, 
regions, and territories in terms of socio-political and administrative differentia-
tions (Gibbs, 1966; Ooi & Phua, 2007). Urbanization is a process, not an out-
come, where social and economic activities shift people toward and concentrate 
in the cities. Although there might be certain drawbacks, Lampard (1965) out-
lines three broad conceptions of urbanization, i.e., population concentration 
(demographic approach), the shift from the principal occupation of the working 
population (structural approach), and changing social value systems (behavioral 
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approach). 
The demographic approach refers to the process of population distribution 

and concentration by the percentage of the population living in a settlement, the 
growth in the dweller numbers and size and total area occupied by a settlement 
(Davis, 1965; Hauser & Duncan, 1959; Hussain & Imitiyaz, 2018; Lampard, 1965; 
Mitchell, 1956; Tisdale, 1942; United Nations, 2019b; Vlahov, 2002). Lampard 
(1965) accepts, and the United Nations use, this approach superior to others; 
however, there are disputes over the cut-off point of what a city is and what ur-
banization of former rural communities is (Hussain & Imitiyaz, 2018; Yilong, 
1996). 

The structural approach refers to the transition in economic activity from a 
small community concerned chiefly or solely with agriculture to dense and non- 
agricultural communities principally centered in industry, government, trade, 
manufacture or associated services (Banerjee & De, 2014; Davis, 1965; Hussain & 
Imitiyaz, 2018; Lampard, 1965). However, the ambiguity lies in the difficulty of 
determining the principal occupation of the working population in small com-
munities (Hussain & Imitiyaz, 2018). 

Individuals or communities experience the behavioral approach over time, as 
the socio-economic character of the place is going through the process of urba-
nization changes in terms of the feelings, behaviors, and the thoughts of people 
in their social values (Anderson, 1959; Banerjee & De, 2014; Hussain & Imitiyaz, 
2018; Mitchell, 1956). It is a constant process and occurs due to the transition 
from a small homogeneous community to a large heterogeneous society. Con-
clusively, urbanization can be portrayed as a transition of a settlement consider-
ing demographic, spatial, socio-economic, cultural patterns through events and 
conditions which make concentration both possible and desirable. 

1.4. Intertwined Global Change Processes 

Urbanization is a fundamentally complex and adaptive process that is intert-
wined with numerous socio-economic forces and environmental matters in var-
ious circumstances (Hawley, 1967; Lampard, 1965). The process of urbanization, 
as a matter of fact, emerges following technological advancements and the para-
digm shift of the production sector, resulting in expansion of infrastructure, trans-
port, and communication, and later it tends to pull people into urban areas creat-
ing migration flows and demographic trends in the urban residents (Banerjee & 
De, 2014; Hussain & Imitiyaz, 2018). Furthermore, urbanization leads to simul-
taneous change processes in terms of globalization, land-use changes, and envi-
ronmental phenomena (Simon et al., 2004). 

Urbanization and these interlocking global processes may bear positive as well 
as negative outcomes because of insufficient planning and urban management 
conditions on human health, livelihoods, and the environment such as higher 
housing prices, crime, traffic accidents and congestions, contagious diseases and 
health costs as a consequence of exposure to high levels of air and water pollu-
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tion (Henderson, 2002). These negative externalities require competent public 
management and democratic governments to cope and deliver improvements 
such as clean water or public safety (Glaeser & Steinberg, 2017). The study briefly 
follows with the foundations of human rights, the research process and the me-
thods, the literature review and discussion results, and the conclusion. 

2. Human Rights and International Treaties 

Human rights are also a vast and contested topic with reference to their grounds 
(Tasioulas, 2012: p. 20), which are undergoing different interpretations of what 
they refer to and how they can be justified and implemented in different legal 
systems (see, for instance, an overview in Corradetti, 2009). The contested areas 
in a philosophical sense are manifold, but with reference specifically to our topic 
laid down here, it is the discussion on the human rights holders and, according-
ly, of the bearers of the duties of interest (see Tasioulas, 2012: p. 20 ff.). Fur-
thermore, with reference to the impacts of urbanization on human rights, we 
touch upon mainly welfare-oriented rights, as further illustrated below. Those 
are also contested, especially as they pose substantial, mainly economic, burdens 
on the bearers of the duties to fulfill them, as in some contexts, the (if so identi-
fiable) direct bearers are unable to fulfill their obligations (Heilinger, 2011: pp. 
185-188). With respect to that discussion and relating this to the discussion of 
the sustainable development goals, the global human community can also be 
subsumed to be the moral duty bearer in those cases. This brings us back to the 
reason why we conducted this review. 

The aim of this paper, however, is not to discuss those above-mentioned con-
tested issues with specific reference to human rights, led in philosophy and (in-
ternational) law, but instead, to analyze the current state of research on urbani-
zation’s impacts on human rights. For this purpose, we refer here to the human 
rights designated in the international treaties and declarations. With reference 
specifically to urbanization, mainly rights displayed in the binding International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) are impacted, which 
came into force in and is at the moment ratified by 170 Nation States (United 
Nations, 2020). Also, they are displayed in the Universal Declaration on Human 
Rights of 1948 of the United Nations, which laid out the human rights initially at 
an international level, but in comparison to the before-mentioned treaty, it is a 
declaration and not a treaty, and in addition to that it is not binding. The human 
rights agreed upon in the international treaties retain their validity by being im-
planted in the signing states’ domestic laws. Moreover, as Corradetti (2009: p. 
130) states that there is an essential difference of having a right: “To obtain some-
thing as a right is therefore different from obtaining it from permission or privi-
lege. Having a right is to have a convincing justification for acting purposively 
while remaining faithful to the respect of certain constraints.” 

The most relevant or most obvious human right one is confronted with while 
reflecting on the impacts of urbanization on human rights is the right to have an 
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adequate living standard. This is put in Article 11 of the ICESCR as follows: “1. 
The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to an 
adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, 
clothing, and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions. 
The States Parties will take appropriate steps to ensure the realization of this 
right, recognizing to this effect the essential importance of international co-ope- 
ration based on free consent” (United Nations, 2020). Next to that right, also 
further rights, as well as right complexes, are concerned through urbanization 
processes, be it the right to non-discrimination, the access to natural resources, 
medical services, and the enjoyment of the highest attainable health standards 
(United Nations, 2020). 

Those rights are already indicating that we are dealing here with a manifold 
spectrum of general interest in tackling the topic. What we were doing in the re-
view is to analyze which topics and rights were tackled how and if we can draw 
general conclusions for the broad topic of impacts of urbanization processes on 
human rights. Before presenting the outcomes, the next chapter will explain how 
we proceeded to get the results. 

3. Research Process and Methods 

This section provides a concise description of the methodology adopted in this 
study and the research process we followed. This research’s intent lies in a 
general interest in the intersection of urbanization and human rights. For this 
intersection, we initially aimed at getting, on the one hand, an in-depth look 
into the state of research on how ongoing and past urbanization processes 
were and are impacting human rights of urban and rural dwellers, and getting 
at the other hand, a helicopter-like perspective on the topic as such. Initially, 
we desperately looked for a systematic review to identify the gaps and ameli-
orate a reliable assessment of the existing literature, yet the preliminary litera-
ture search and analysis, unfortunately, showed no comprehensive review in 
the given context. 

Hence, we purposefully conducted a systematic literature review to map the 
landscape of prevailing research and scrutinize state of the art concerning the 
impacts of urbanization on human rights. The performed systematic literature 
review collected different sources of data until the cut-off date of December 2019. 
Amidst mounds of various methods, this study embraces and implements the 
PRISMA concept—initially designed for medical reviews and currently also used 
in other disciplines (see Moher et al., 2009). 

In pursuance of bringing scattered pieces of knowledge of different disciplines 
into a comprehensive review, the study collected and was limited to only peer- 
reviewed journal articles in the two academic databases of Scopus and Web of 
Science. The review included publications from 1967 until 2019, and after dup-
licates were removed, a total of potential documents was identified, published 
over the past 53 years. The research process is illustrated in Figure 1 and further  
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Figure 1. Research Process (adopted from Moher et al., 2009). 

 
described below. 

Specifically, the articles should mention expected or observed results, outcomes, 
or changes induced by urbanization; thus, their title, abstract, or keywords in-
clude two selected search strings. The first string, “urbani*,” was combined with 
the second string, “human right*”. The strings contain a wildcard symbol (*) to 
cover all the words containing the letters before the symbol, respectively spelling 
differences of urbanization and urbanization associated terms, e.g., urbanized, 
urbanizing, urbanism, and singular and plural form of human right(s). The first 
search string omits the publications that do not use the term of urbanization but 
might tackle issues of urbanization processes. We used the common general 
term for the second search string, but not the single human rights in their own 
terms. This way, we might have left out some papers, too. Nevertheless, as we 
searched for a general and broad overview, we kept up with the process, also due 
to pragmatic research reasons. 
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Firstly, the review process began with an identification phase of articles, ap-
plying the selected search strings, urbani* AND “human right*”, resulted in 264 
articles in Scopus and 153 articles in Web of Science. Figure 2 renders the first 
pages of search results in the databases of Scopus and Web of Science, which also 
portrays some of the found articles in the identification phase. Secondly, the 
process continued by removing 50 pieces of duplicates. The literature was se-
lected based on the following eligibility criteria: topic (related to urbanization 
and human rights), language (only articles in English), database (Scopus and 
Web of Science), publication status (only published), the publication year (until 
the cut-off date of December 2019), and document type (journal articles). The 
screening of the records later excluded unsuitable papers based on the preceding 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. The total sum of papers for analysis was re-
duced to 200 papers. Then, the abstracts were also read, and in ambiguous cases, 
each paper’s full text was skimmed. Articles were then excluded from the total 
body of work for further analysis if they do not focus on (a) urbanization as a 
cause and (b) impacts on human rights as an effect. Hence records were reduced 
to the number of 92 (phase 1), respectively to the number of 36 (phase 2), and 
finally reached the number of 22 articles for further investigation. 

Table 1 represents all the selected papers for final analysis with their authors, 
year of publication, and the published journals. The research is broad on observing  

 

 
Figure 2. Screenshots from Scopus and Web of Science search results. 
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urbanization processes, and there are also some, mainly case study papers of 
specific regions on the topic of urbanization impacts on (human) rights; howev-
er, a systematic review of the state of research on those lacks so far. 

The publication dates range from 1983 to 2018 and differ, as can be seen, 
more explicitly in Figure 3. Some smaller waves can be detected during the last  

 
Table 1. Selected articles. 

Author (s) Year Journal 

Addaney et al. 2018 Australian Journal of Human Rights 

Aerni 2016 Sustainability 

Begum 2007 Social Policy and Administration 

Berrisford and Kihato 2006 Health and Human Rights 

Carmalt 2014 Development in Practice 

Chowdhury et al. 2017 South African Journal on Human Rights 

Coggin and Pieterse 2015 Policy Sciences 

Daniere and Takahashi 1999 Journal of Political Ecology 

Delgado-Ramos 2015 International Migration Review 

Drakakis-Smith 1984 Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 

Fonjong et al. 2010 Migration world magazine 

Johnnie 1998 South African Review of Sociology 

McGranahan et al. 2016 Environment and Urbanization 

Njoh 2017 Journal of Asian and African Studies 

Ogura 1996 Developing Economies 

Petrasek 2014 Sur international journal on human rights 

Rasella et al. 2016 Global Health Action 

Rossi-Espagnet 1983 Community development journal 

Safa 1984 International Migration Review 

Senese and Wilson 2013 Social Science & Medicine 

Tura 2017 Nordic Journal of Human Rights 

Wisner 1995 Human Ecology 

 

 
Figure 3. Number of reviewed articles by publication year. 
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decades, with missing literature on some years and a more substantial wave of 
the majority accumulating from 2013 to 2018. 

4. Results and Discussion 

Urbanization processes, together with other developments, brought some of the 
most radical changes in society, economy, and environment. Contrary to be a 
sign of social and economic growth and cultural development, unplanned and 
unsustainable city growth has magnified instability, inequality, and human rights 
violations (Rossi-Espagnet, 1983). As the population grows, urban management 
becomes increasingly complex and rapid urbanization, especially the extension 
of large cities, and the correlated difficulties, i.e., poverty, unemployment, poor 
sanitation, inadequate health, urban slums, and environmental degradation, pose a 
formidable difficulty in both the developed and developing countries (Cohen, 
2006). Hence, urbanization has simultaneous causality relation among mass mi-
gration, globalization, environmental, economic, and demographic changes. 

As a consequence of this multitude of causing factors and their inter-linkages, 
it is complicated to detect urbanization as “the” cause of impacts on human 
rights. However, and acknowledging this interplay of different variables, it is tried 
within this review to collect and analyze the state of the research that focuses on 
urbanization processes and how they impact human rights. 

It is observed that the reviewed articles address to various aspects of the link 
between urbanization processes and human rights and that they take different 
perspectives. Within this results and discussion section, we summarize the main 
identified topics; shed some light on specific points that are tackled in more than 
one paper. Those issues will be described below in more detail. 

4.1. Location Matters: Geographical Focus 

Urbanization is a process happening worldwide; however, its impact on human 
rights is far from homogenous due to locational differences in administrative, 
economic, and political contextual structures (Alkema et al., 2013; Ooi & Phua, 
2007). At the first look, this might make it hard to compare studied countries 
and regions in the literature, as well as our review findings; however, as earlier 
mentioned, it is not intended to compare results but to bring them together firs-
thand and human rights are factual and do not differ based on a location. Ten 
studies reported findings from Africa, three studies from Asia, four articles fo-
cused on developing regions in Latin America, and one in each from the US and 
Canada. The dominance of studies focusing on Africa was not surprising given 
the significant role of urbanization pace compared to significant economic and 
industrial expansion (Preston, 1979; Ray & Borer, 2018). 

Human rights are crucial for both developed and developing nations (Carmalt, 
2014). Although the reviewed literature points out that only two reviewed ar-
ticles studied developed nations of Canada (Carmalt, 2014) and the USA (Senese 
& Wilson, 2013), the unstable growth of cities around the world endangers to 
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become one of the major problems of our urban habitat (Rossi-Espagnet, 1983). 
However, rapid urbanization and unplanned operations are some of the main 
factors creating human rights violations in developing countries (Addaney et al., 
2018; Begum, 2007; Berrisford & Kihato, 2006). All reviewed articles except four 
(Aerni, 2016; McGranahan et al., 2016; Petrasek, 2014; Rossi-Espagnet, 1983), 
which have no study focus but give a general approach to the impacts of urbani-
zation on human rights, provide site-specific case studies and address cities, coun-
tries, or regions. Table 2 displays all those reviewed articles and their site-specific 
localities by countries and wider regions-symbolized with an asterisk such as 
Sub-Saharan Africa and the African continent in general, which articles do not 
strictly focus on a specific case in a country but focus on general human rights 
implications in more expansive areas. 

4.2. Focus on Interlinked Problems and Solutions—Fair  
and Sustainable Land Use 

Looking at the focus of the articles, if they are more problem-oriented or more 
oriented towards solutions to overcome these problems, some articles mainly 
talk about solutions and which type of actions are needed to be taken in order to 
overcome human rights violations (Addaney et al., 2018; Chowdhury et al., 2017; 
Rossi-Espagnet, 1983). However, they and other selected articles also state the 
problem caused by or related to urbanization processes.  

 
Table 2. Geographical distribution of reviewed articles 

Geographical Distribution Number of Article (s) Article (s) 

USA 1 Senese & Wilson, 2013 

Canada 1 Carmalt, 2014 

Brazil 1 Rasella et al., 2016 

Haiti 1 Berrisford & Kihato, 2006 

Puerto Rico 1 Safa, 1984 

Mexico 1 Daniere & Takahashi, 1999 

Bangladesh 2 Begum, 2007 and Carmalt, 2014 

Thailand 1 Coggin & Pieterse, 2015 

South Africa 3 Wisner, 1995 and Ogura, 1996 

Ethiopia 1 Tura, 2017 

Nigeria 1 Fonjong et al., 2010 

Cameroon 2 Drakakis-Smith, 1984 and Njoh, 2017 

Zimbabwe 1 Delgado-Ramos, 2015 

Sub-Saharan Africa* 1 Johnnie, 1998 

Africa* 1 Addaney et al., 2018 

Unspecified 4 
Aerni, 2016; McGranahan et al., 2016; 
Petrasek, 2014; Rossi-Espagnet, 1983 
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Urbanization coupled with existing spatial inequalities exacerbates individu-
als’ and communities’ vulnerability to a potential natural disaster; it principally 
yields a call to action for the public sector to lay emphasis on appropriate land- 
use policies and development strategies (Carmalt, 2014). National and local 
authorities are undoubtedly not the only ones responsible for considering a hu-
man rights’ perspective in the urban planning process, but the private sector 
should also pay attention to environmental and social sustainability in their ac-
tions (Addaney et al., 2018). For instance, a master plan, as one of the planning 
tools, is an essential instrument of development and a framework for guiding the 
public and private sector to consider prevailing and potential problems and for 
the expected urban growth (Begum, 2007). Such a master plan is a long-term plan-
ning document to guide future growth and development, including proposals and 
projections for particular domains such as the economy, environment, commu-
nication, and housing, all of which impact residents’ well-being and human rights. 
Hence, in coordination with a master plan, the urbanization process should car-
ry a human rights-based approach and bring urban actors aligned to augment 
urbanizing communities’ livability, elevate society’s most marginalized groups, 
protect environmental assets, and strengthening resilience to the consequences of 
these processes and climate change impacts (Addaney et al., 2018; Mensah, 2014; 
Schrijver, 2016). 

4.3. Urbanization with Adverse and Beneficial Impacts 

Even though urbanization processes have been associated with human develop-
ment and progress (Rossi-Espagnet, 1983), they are twofold and can positively 
and negatively impact human rights. In total, nine articles depict positive im-
pacts, while all the 22 articles emphasize negative consequences related to urba-
nization processes. 

Urbanization has potential positive impacts on human rights in terms of en-
hancing the quality of the urban environment while building an adequate stan-
dard of living (Berrisford & Kihato, 2006), which results to improve livelihoods 
(Addaney et al., 2018; Aerni, 2016; McGranahan et al., 2016) for all residents if it 
is governed, planned and designed carefully (McGranahan et al., 2016) and tak-
ing care of the global power shifts (Petrasek, 2014). Urbanization coupled with 
economic growth (Chowdhury et al., 2017) can challenge urban poverty (Addaney 
et al., 2018; Chowdhury et al., 2017) and expand access to shelter, food, and em-
ployment (Petrasek, 2014). Through planned and regulated processes, it can 
confront disasters with the help of resilient urban actions (Aerni, 2016) and sus-
tainable solutions (McGranahan et al., 2016). There are also decisive advantages 
of concentration of people and firms within urban agglomerations, regarding 
consequences such as decreased transportation costs, dense labor markets, or the 
free flow of knowledge (Ciccone & Hall, 1996; Petrasek, 2014). 

Urbanization might also drive additional beneficial outcomes for gender equali-
ty and better opportunities for strengthening vulnerable groups, especially women 
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(Fonjong et al., 2010) through providing better access to secondary education, 
primary health care, medical services, and workforce (Johnnie, 1988; Petrasek, 
2014). As long as the pace and level of urbanization proceeds at a reasonable and 
controlled condition and a broad spectrum of urban actors involved in the process, 
urbanization might cause, ultimately, positive outcomes (McGranahan et al., 2016; 
Rossi-Espagnet, 1983). 

Urbanization and urban space are crucial in the development and diversifica-
tion of human rights. Urban space, eventually, can be the starting place for the 
emergence of new thoughts on human rights and related developments. In other 
words, comprehensive and inclusive sustainable development, resilience to fu-
ture challenges, and controlled urbanization can be a robust groundwork for the 
attainment of human rights (McGranahan et al., 2016). 

The negative impacts in the selected literature, on the other hand, are rela-
tively less mentioned than the positive issues. They highlight the side effects of 
excessive population growth. Urban population growth, coupled with inequali-
ties and associated concerns, can challenge the overall development of cities to 
be cause of several intertwined problems, such as economic burden and obstacles 
(Drakakis-Smith, 1984; Rossi-Espagnet, 1983) and violation of rights to life, health, 
property and culture (Addaney et al., 2018). 

Considering the lack of employment opportunities in rural areas, urbanization 
induced by rural-to-urban migration exacerbates existing challenges of (daily) 
income opportunities (Aerni, 2016; Begum, 2007; Daniere & Takahashi, 1999; 
Wisner, 1995), employment (Fonjong et al., 2010; Safa, 1984) and secure work-
ing conditions (McGranahan et al., 2016; Ogura, 1996) and ultimately resulting 
in urban poverty (Delgado-Ramos, 2015; McGranahan et al., 2016; Senese & Wil-
son, 2013). 

Urbanization significantly influences the adequate standard of living such as 
food, medicine, clothing, housing, and water (Addaney et al., 2018; Begum, 2007; 
Johnnie, 1988; Ogura, 1996), inflame food insecurity and health implications 
(Fonjong et al., 2010; Ogura, 1996; Rossi-Espagnet, 1983; Senese & Wilson, 2013; 
Tura, 2017). Furthermore, it can affect procedural rights such as access to in-
formation, access to justice, and judicial remedy (Addaney et al., 2018). It gene-
rates a lack of suitable, adequate, and affordable housing (Addaney et al., 2018; 
Aerni, 2016; Begum, 2007; Daniere & Takahashi, 1999; Johnnie, 1988; Rossi- 
Espagnet, 1983; Wisner, 1995) and urbanization processes and the government 
actions may limit the property rights of individuals or groups of residents (Ad- 
daney et al., 2018; Begum, 2007; Chowdhury et al., 2017; Fonjong et al., 2010; 
Tura, 2017). 

Cities’ rapid expansion, notably in the developing world, induces service de-
mand and use, and imposes an unsustainable strain on the physical environment 
and infrastructure (Rossi-Espagnet, 1983). The lack of established infrastructure 
and urban facilities to balance the increasing population demands gives residents 
insufficient access to public services such as education (Begum, 2007; Coggin & 
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Pieterse, 2015; McGranahan et al., 2016), health facilities (Addaney et al., 2018; 
Carmalt, 2014; Coggin & Pieterse, 2015; Daniere & Takahashi, 1999; McGrana-
han et al., 2016; Rasella et al., 2016; Wisner, 1995), water sewage, electricity and 
sanitation (Carmalt, 2014; Johnnie, 1988; McGranahan et al., 2016; Ogura, 1996; 
Petrasek, 2014; Rossi-Espagnet, 1983; Wisner, 1995), as well as public transpor-
tation (Carmalt, 2014; Coggin & Pieterse, 2015; Daniere & Takahashi, 1999; Ros-
si-Espagnet, 1983; Wisner, 1995). 

It overall significantly worsens pre-disaster inequalities (Carmalt, 2014), even-
tually creates violence and insecurity (Petrasek, 2014; Wisner, 1995) towards the 
physical well-being of vulnerable groups such as women and children (Fonjong 
et al., 2010), advances racial and gender-based discrimination (Aerni, 2016; Carmalt, 
2014; Fonjong et al., 2010; McGranahan et al., 2016; Ogura, 1996; Senese & Wil-
son, 2013) and social exclusion (McGranahan et al., 2016). 

Governments perceived development merely as a trigger point for economic 
gain and did not consider its involvement in human rights progress for decades 
(Uvin, 2007), which may be the causing factor of adverse impacts resulting from 
rapid and unplanned urbanization. However, rapid urbanization has streng-
thened efforts to alleviate poverty and promote the living conditions in Africa 
(Addaney et al., 2018). Socio-economic empowerment led by urbanization im-
proves human rights access and guarantees that communities are more sustaina-
ble, inclusive, and resilient (Aerni, 2016). All of the reviewed articles, on the 
other hand, indicate that rapid, uncontrolled, and unsustainable urbanization 
models, which any region observes in the world, are rendering cities into a cen-
tral point for social conflicts, economic crises and environmental hazards. Fur-
thermore, it might get apparent to developing nations to witness concerns and 
issues regarding human rights, but the developed nations also perceive related 
problems (Carmalt, 2014). 

4.4. Vulnerable and Affected Groups 

The surveyed literature addressed particular groups exposed to disadvantaged 
situations in terms of human rights or merely affected by urbanization processes 
based on person’s class, gender, age, ethnicity, and whether or not one is dis-
abled (Wisner, 1995). The articles portray one or more affected population groups 
by urbanization processes such as urban poor, workers, smallholders, (racial and 
ethnic) minorities, indigenous communities, and mostly (and within those groups) 
migrants or non-citizens, women, children, elderly people, and people with dis-
abilities. 

The relationship between urbanization processes and spatial inequality creates 
a central argument for the public sector that policies should prioritize fair land- 
use and development strategies for reducing already existing vulnerability to natu-
ral hazards and unprecedented events considering human rights (Carmalt, 2014). 
In fact, international legal obligations protect individuals’ property and livelih-
oods in Article 11 (I) of the International Covenant on Economic Social and 
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Cultural Rights (CESCR). The development of vulnerable individuals’ and com-
munities’ rights demonstrates adverse impacts on health, food, water, and hous-
ing because vulnerable groups such as minorities and women confide in the util-
ity of forest, agricultural land, and water resources for survival and development 
(Addaney et al., 2018). Concerning those interlinkages, there are particular hu-
man rights violations and affected groups, which may cause further social dis-
crimination, including assimilation, exclusion, racial and gender imbalance (Chow- 
dhury et al., 2017; McGranahan et al., 2016; Njoh, 2017; Ogura, 1996; Safa, 1984; 
Senese & Wilson, 2013). Functioning services of ecosystems provide clean drink-
ing water, nutrition, food potency and resilience (Addaney et al., 2018; Delga-
do-Ramos, 2015; Petrasek, 2014; Rossi-Espagnet, 1983), as well as contribute di-
rectly and indirectly to recreation, land fertility, protection from natural hazards, 
as well as to people’s mental health and well-being anywhere in the world (Ad- 
daney et al., 2018). Thus, groups, which are already vulnerable due to different 
reasons, either in developing or developed countries, are affected by urbaniza-
tion processes and the decrease in respective ecosystem services. 

The protection of the necessary environmental assets provided by nature 
and a healthy ecosystem is indispensable to any resident’s well-being. Howev-
er, activities associated with the rapid expansion of urban land generate im-
pacts often violating the rights of indigenous peoples, including the rights to 
life, health, property, and culture, and often considered to be the obstacles of 
human rights realization, also of children’s rights to health and their access to 
related services (Addaney et al., 2018). Due to their bond to their lands, nature, 
and natural resources, certain groups may be individually vulnerable to envi-
ronmental threats, such as indigenous peoples (Voigt & Grant, 2015). Ulti-
mately, everyone’s rights, including adequate food, water, housing, protection, 
clothing, and continuous improvement of these assets, must be an adequate 
standard of living conditions (Berrisford & Kihato, 2006). Urbanization and 
human rights are situated in a complex picture of interlinkages between dif-
ferent problems and contextual factors. Thus, it is very unclear to set the pic-
ture and draw simple cause-effect relationship arrows. However, some parts of 
the picture appear sharper than others, while none of them can be detected in 
all their very aspects and details and brought to the general surface, as the re-
viewed articles take on very different viewpoints to the link of urbanization 
and human rights. They also refer to various places with differences in eco-
nomic and social development at national levels, social and political institu-
tions of countries, and historical and geographical conditions, producing com-
plicated international comparisons (Hussain & Imitiyaz, 2018; Macura, 1961). 
Nevertheless, the aim of the research is not to compare different case studies 
but to bring together so far reached results of adverse and beneficial impacts of 
urbanization processes on human rights. 

It must not be forgotten that the findings embody some limitations due to 
several factors throughout the research process. First, this systematic review did 
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not capture all the studies on a given topic in the literature. The first search 
string probably omitted some publications that do not use the term of urbaniza-
tion but focused on the specific issues related to urbanization without mention-
ing the term such as property, health, discrimination, which are discussed in the 
selected articles at the result section, urbanization with adverse and beneficial 
impacts. It might have also not captured a limited number of articles due to 
some exclusion criteria (e.g., books, book chapters and papers published in lan-
guages other than English) and the inclusion from only two comprehensive da-
tabases of Scopus and Web of Science. However, this approach allowed us to 
collect the 200 articles and initially analyze 22 articles with more inclusive rigor. 
Secondly, it was not easy to compare impacts and outcomes moderately since the 
lack of a unified definition of urbanization creates considerable challenges 
(Dorélien et al., 2013; Hussain & Imitiyaz, 2018; Kasarda & Crenshaw, 1991). 
Although these limitations might hinder the dissemination, it is still crucial to 
spot the need for understanding the currency of the impact of urbanization in 
different populations. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper provides an overview of the state of research on the impacts of urba-
nization processes on human rights and the linkages to other global change 
processes, contextual settings, and local problems such as environmental degra-
dation, while it also reports on the solutions to overcome the adverse impacts 
through planning, fair access rights, and sustainable land use, which might be 
helpful for continued research on urbanization trends and consequent human 
rights impacts. The underlying assumptions proposed herein can support more 
definite studies whose results will have meaningful implications for further analy-
sis. Moreover, further studies are required to assess better the factors affecting 
the prevalence of urbanization. 

The reviewed literature brought together different aspects such as interlinkag-
es with other global change processes, geographical foci of research, challenges 
and opportunities of urbanization processes, and positive and negative conse-
quences on human rights. Due to contextual factors, location matters, but the 
impacts of urbanization on human rights are not only a question of the respec-
tive country’s development status. Also, within developed countries, adverse im-
pacts are reported, while the majority of studies report on developing and, to a 
lesser extent, emerging countries. 

There are several human rights at stake, which can be impacted adversely or 
beneficially through urbanization processes. As some studies report, urbaniza-
tion is not necessarily a harmful act but can have many beneficial aspects. The 
study also shows examples focused on solutions to overcome human rights vi-
olations through urbanization. The urbanization processes are linked to other 
problems, e.g., natural hazards, environmental degradation, or access rights. Hence, 
a potential solution might present sustainable land use and fair distribution of 
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the access, where planned and steered urbanization together with the protection 
of environmental assets can support reaching that. However, it remains a severe 
challenge faced with ongoing rapid urbanization processes. Pursuing to curtail 
economic development can expand urban sprawl and the number of informal set-
tlements, less affordable housing, and growing (also small) business costs. It will, 
namely, favor the rich and abuse the poor. On the other hand, deriving social 
and economic empowerment by better-planned urbanization processes improves 
access to basic human rights and makes it possible for communities to become 
more inclusive, agile, robust, and sustainable. Empowered individuals can better 
find shelter, food, employment security, and better access to education. Other pos-
itive outcomes may emerge from the growth of the urban population and popu-
lation concentration, enhancing access to fundamental human rights, including 
higher education and health care in an urban setting (Petrasek, 2014). 

The negative impacts of urbanization are generally seen as more reported than 
the beneficial impacts and referred to the rapid urbanization processes and their 
interlinkages to other before-mentioned problems. The following items are 
common threads concerning human rights issues identified in the literature re-
view: environment, housing, infrastructure, economy, socio-culture, and poli-
tics. It is observed that urban growth leads to apparent tension between at least 
two sets of national priorities of countries where rapid urbanization occurs: (1) 
to accelerate attempts to revive and encourage economic growth and (2) to en-
hance public health and welfare. Environmental conditions have deteriorated ex-
ceptionally and rapidly in the face of rapid industrialization and urbanization. 
Furthermore, rapid urbanization has adverse impacts also on health problems, 
family instability, social problems (drugs, evictions, and congestion), income dis-
advantage, water (poor water quality and untreated wastewater), environmental 
problems (noise and air pollution, dust); traffic, and a lack of adequate housing 
(Daniere & Takahashi, 1999). Urbanization processes are explicitly contributing 
and worsening the adverse situation of continuingly discriminated vulnerable 
and specific social groups. While mainly un-steered rapid urbanization occurs 
above all in the geographical foci regions, specific social groups’ discrimination 
is not an exclusive question of the developing country or a geographical region. 

As urbanization has concurrently adverse and beneficial impacts on human 
rights, it is indispensable to investigate further how solutions exactly overcome 
the adverse impacts, especially on already vulnerable groups, and how they can 
reconcile best to contextual factors in interaction with other change processes. 
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