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According to the 2011 Census, 
urbanisation has increased 
faster than expected. This has 
reversed the declining trend in 
the growth rate of the urban 
population observed during the 
1980s and 1990s. Also, for the 
first time since independence, the 
absolute increase in the urban 
population was higher than that 
in the rural population. This has 
huge implications for providing 
infrastructure and other civic 
amenities in urban areas.

Of late, there has been a change 
in the thinking of policymakers 
about urbanisation. The Eleventh 

Five-Year Plan argued that urbanisation 
should be seen as a positive factor in over-
all development as the urban sector con-
tributes about 62% of the GDP. There is 
also a growing realisation that an ambi-
tious goal of 9-10% growth in GDP funda-
mentally depends upon a vibrant urban 
sector (Planning Commission 2008). As 
the country is on the verge of preparing 
the Twelfth Five-Year Plan (2012-2017), 
the urban transition is considered one of 
the major challenges, requiring a massive 
expansion in urban infrastructure and 
services. With this backdrop, the results 
of the 2011 Census assume enormous sig-
nificance in enhancing our understand-
ing of the magnitude, growth and inter-
state variation in the levels and tempo of 
urbanisation in the country. 

Demographically speaking, the level of 
urbanisation is measured by the percent-
age of population living in urban areas. In 
order to have a better understanding of 
the urbanisation process, it would be 
appropriate to examine which settlements 
are treated as urban by the Census of 
India. There is no standard definition of 
urban; it varies from country to country 
(United Nations 2009). India’s urban areas 
are defined on the basis of two criteria. 
First, the state government grants munici-
pal status – corporation, municipal coun-
cil, notified town area committee or nagar 
panchayat, etc – to a settlement. Such 
settlements are known as statutory or 
municipal towns in the census definition 
of urban areas. Second, if a settlement 
does not have an urban civic status, but 
satisfies demographic and economic crite-
ria, like a population of more than 5,000, 
a density of 400 persons per square kilo-
metre and 75% male workforce in the non-
agricultural sector, it can be declared urban. 

Such urban areas are termed census 
towns. It is important to note that India’s 
urban definition is very broad-based and 
closely reflects levels of development 
unlike several other developing countries. 
For example, in south Asia, Nepal defines 
urban areas on the basis of population size 
only: a settlement with a population of 
more than 9,000 is declared urban. On 
the other hand, countries such as Bangla-
desh, Sri Lanka and Pakistan apply only 
the civic status criterion to declare a settle
ment urban (United Nations 2009).

In each census, the rural-urban frame-
work is prepared based on the above defi-
nition of urban. Many new towns are add-
ed and some existing towns revert to rural 
status if they do not satisfy the criteria. 
Thus the rural-urban classification used  
in India is a dynamic process, although 
there are some limitations to the defini-
tion (Bhagat 2005). 

Trends in Urbanisation 

The Office of the Registrar General and 
Census Commissioner of India projected 
the urban population for the year 2011 to 
358 million, and estimated that urban 
population growth rates would decline 
from 2.75% per annum observed during 
1991-2001 to 2.23 during 2001-2011 (Regis-
trar General and Census Commissioner 
2006). Urban experts also believed that 
India’s urbanisation would slow down be-
cause of its exclusionary nature and its in-
ability to spur rural-to-urban migration 
(Kundu 2007, 2011). However, the 2011 
Census shows some unexpected results. 

According to the 2011 Census, the urban 
population grew to 377 million showing a 
growth rate of 2.76% per annum during 
2001-2011. The level of urbanisation in the 
country as a whole increased from 27.7% 
in 2001 to 31.1% in 2011 – an increase of 
3.3 percentage points during 2001-2011 
compared to an increase of 2.1 percentage 
points during 1991-2001. It may be noted 
that the Indian economy has grown from 
about 6% per annum during the 1990s to 
about 8% during the first decade of the 
2000s (Ahluwalia 2011). This clearly ref
lects the power of economic growth in 
bringing about faster urbanisation during 
2001-2011. 
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Table 1 shows that India had an urban 
population of about 79 million in 1961, 

which constituted about 18% of the total 
population. The average growth rate of 
the urban population was 2.32% during 
1951-61 which accelerated up to 3.79% 
during 1971-81. This was the highest urban 
growth since independence. After 1981, 
the urban growth rate decelerated to 
3.09% during 1981-91 and further dec
lined to 2.75 during 1991-2001. However, 
the declining growth rate was slightly 
reversed during 2001-2011. 

It is worthwhile to note that urban pop-
ulation growth alone cannot speed up 
urbanisation. More importantly, if urbani-
sation has to occur, the urban population 
growth rate needs to be higher than the 
rural population growth rate. Thus, it is the 
urban-rural population growth differential 
that is critical to the process of urbanisation. 
Table 2 shows that urban-rural growth 
differentials increased from about 1% per 
annum during 1991-2001 to 1.61% per  
annum during 2001-2011. It is also evident 
from Table 2 that the rural population 
growth has declined much faster during 
2001-2011 compared to earlier decades. Note 
that the urban-rural population growth 
differential is a product of the differentials 
in the natural increase between rural and 
urban areas (births-deaths), net rural-
urban classification and net rural-to-urban 
migration. The urban-rural natural in-
crease growth differentials remained almost 

constant (4 per 1,000 population) during 
1991-2000 to 2001-2010. Therefore, it was 
the net rural-urban classification and net 
rural-to-urban migration that were re-
sponsible for higher urban-rural growth 
differentials and the speeding up of ur-
banisation during 2001-2011.

Components of Urban Growth

The natural increase, net rural-urban clas-
sification and rural-to-urban migration are 
components of urban population growth. 
An assessment of their relative contribu-
tions is very important to understanding 
the dynamics of urban population growth. 
Figure 1 shows that the contribution of net 
rural-urban classifica-
tion and rural-to-ur-
ban migration has in-
creased from 42% in 
1991-2001 to 56% in 
2001-2011. The availa-
ble data from the 2011 
Census at the moment 
does not allow for the 
separation of these 
two factors, but it does 
show the emergence 
of a large number of 
new towns in 2011. 
The number of towns 
at the national level 
increased from 5,161 to 
7,935 – a net addition 
of 2,774 towns (2,532 
census towns and 242 
statutory towns) in 
2011 compared to the 
2001 Census.

As there has been 
no change in the defini-
tion of the urban be-
tween the 2001 and 
2011 censuses, this 
has contributed signi
ficantly to faster urba
nisation in spite of sev-
eral metropolitan cities 
showing a huge dec
line in their growth 
rates (Kundu 2011). On 
the other hand, the 
contribution of natural 
increases in urban 
population growth has 
declined from a peak 

of 62% during 1981-91 to 44% during 
2001-2011. Yet the natural increase added 
a huge population of about 40 million in 
the urban areas during 2001-2011. In the 
study of India’s urbanisation, the contribu-
tion of natural increases has not received 
as much attention as rural-to-urban migra-
tion. This has led to the popular belief that 
the urban population is increasing solely 
due to migration.

State-Level Patterns

At the state level, the pattern of urbanisation 
is very diverse, but economically advanced 
states more or less show higher levels of 
urbanisation (Figure 2). All the southern 

Table 1: Trends in Urbanisation in India (1961-2011) 

Census Year 	 Urban 	 Percentage	 Annual 
	 Population	 Urban	 Exponential Urban 
	 (in million)		  Growth Rate (%)

1961 	 78.94 	 17.97 	 -

1971 	 109.11 	 19.91 	 3.23 

1981 	 159.46 	 23.34 	 3.79 

1991 	 217.18 	 25.72 	 3.09 

2001 	 286.12 	 27.86 	 2.75 

2011	 377.10	 31.16	 2.76
As the 1981 Census was not conducted in Assam, and the 1991 
Census was not held in Jammu and Kashmir, the population 
of India includes projected figures for these states in those 
periods.
Source: Census of India, various years.

Table 2: Urban-Rural Population Growth Differentials 
(1971-2011)

Decade	 Rural	 Urban 	 Urban-Rural Growth 
			   Differentials 
			   (Annual Exponential 
			   Growth Rate, in %)

1971-81	 1.76	 3.79	 2.03

1981-91	 1.80	 3.09	 1.29

1991-2001	 1.69	 2.75	 1.06

2001-2011	 1.15	 2.76	 1.61
Source: Census of India, various years.
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states, along with Punjab, Haryana, Gujarat, 
Maharashtra and West Bengal, have higher 
urbanisation levels than the national aver-
age, but small states like Goa continue to 
top the list among states (62% urban), fol-
lowed by Mizoram (51.5%). Among the 
major states, Tamil Nadu continues to be 
ahead of the others, with levels of urbani-
sation at 48.4% in 2011. States which lag 
behind are Himachal Pradesh at the bottom 
with a 10% level of urbanisation, followed 
by Bihar (11.3%), Assam (14%) and Orissa 
(16.6%). Other states like Uttar Pradesh, 
Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh 
and Jharkhand also continue to have 
lower levels of urbanisation than the 
national average.

Although the reversal in the declining 
trend in urban population growth rate at the 
national level is a major feature revealed 
by the 2011 Census, there are only 15 states 
and union territories which show an in-
creased urban population growth rate dur-
ing 2001-2011 compared to 1991-2001. 
Among them, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, 
Karnataka, Gujarat, West Bengal, Bihar, 
Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh and Uttarakhand 
are the major states. A very high urban 
population growth has occurred in the 

states of Kerala and Andhra Pradesh; 
urban population growth rates have in-
creased to 6.5% per annum in Kerala and 
3% per annum in Andhra Pradesh during 
2001-11 compared to just about 1% per an-
num during 1991-2001. In both Kerala and 
Andhra Pradesh, as well as in West Bengal 
and Gujarat, a large number of new towns 
have emerged as a result of rural-to-urban 
classification in 2011. 

Conclusions

The declining trend in the urban popula-
tion growth rate observed during the 
1980s and 1990s was reversed at the na-
tional level, and the level of urbanisation 
increased faster during 2001-2011. The 
urban population grew from 286 million 
in 2001 to 377 million in 2011 – an incre-
ment of 91 million, which is larger than 
the rural population increment of 90.5 
million for the first time since independ-
ence. A substantial increase in the urban 
population is due to a net rural-urban clas-
sification and rural-to-urban migration.  
A huge number of new towns emerged 
during the last decade, contributing sig-
nificantly to the speeding up of urbanisa-
tion. On the other hand, although the  

contribution of the natural increase in ur-
ban growth has declined in terms of pro-
portions, its share in absolute numbers 
(about 40 million) continues to be huge 
due to the large base of the urban popula-
tion. This has implications not only for 
providing urban infrastructure and civic 
amenities, but also for reproductive and 
child health services in urban areas. 
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