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Advancement in Understanding the Northam Curve of Urbanization: Limitations,
Revisions and Refinements

LI Xin, WU Zhigiang

Abstract: The understanding of the urbanization process has long been reliant on the
Northam Curve theory formulated in the 1960s. However, a large amount of evi-
dence in urban development points to many theoretical blind spots in the Northam
Curve, which may mislead the analysis of current situations, the prediction of fu-
ture trend of urbanization, and the making of public policies. This study addresses
these gaps through empirical research on the urbanization process of 88 countries
and regions that represent 95.12% of the world's population. The research reveals
that there are two other types of urbanization curves, namely expanding curve and
undulating curve. Within the three curves, eight distinctive urbanization types can be
further identified. These include the Standard Northam Type, Upper Correction Type,
Lower Correction Type, High-level Expanding Type, Middle-level Expanding Type,
High-level Undulating Type, Middle-level Undulating Type, and Low-level Undulat-
ing Type. The study further analyzes the urbanization rates, national characteristics,
and internal dynamics of urbanization for each type of urbanization curve, summa-
rizes the laws of urbanization, and presents a comprehensive picture of the urbaniza-
tion process. The research makes theoretical contributions to the understanding of the
laws of urbanization, the dominant driving force of urbanization and its transition,
the stable range of urbanization rate, and the resilience and stability of urbanization.

Keyword: urbanization curve; Northam's urbanization curve; expanding urbanization

curve; undulating urbanization curve
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Fig.9 Steady state and change of urbanization in the United States, Britain, Japan and France
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