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Urban Sprawl, Multi—center Agglomeration and Productivity

WEI Shou-hua, CHEN Yang-ke, LU Si-hua
(School of Economics, Nanjing University, Nanjing 210093, China)

Abstract: Horizontal sprawl and multi—center agglomeration are two patterns of urban spatial expansion, and
it is meaningful to evaluate how they affect urban productivity in order to promote land—use more efficiency in the
process of new—type urbanization in China. The existing literature only analyzes the impact of sprawl on urban
productivity and considers that it negatively affects productivity. This paper argues modern urban expansion is not
only the former pattern that the single residential sector gradually sprawls outward city center, but the latter one of
multi —center agglomeration that service sector clusters in city center and manufacturing sector agglomerates in
peripheral sub—centers. The new expansive pattern produces positive agglomeration effects whereas affecting little
commuting cost, therefore it could improve productivity. Based on data in the period from 1997 to 2013 of 286
Chinese prefecture —level cities, the empirical results show that multi —center agglomeration significantly improves
urban productivity through the effects of manufacturing sector clustering in sub —centers and its interaction with
producer services, while sprawl has no evident impact. The results also demonstrate that the effects of multi—center
agglomeration vary under different circumstances. It is significant in the period of 2003 to 2011, which is the
speeding—up stage of urban expansion, and significantly promotes productivity for those cities transited from mono—
center to multi—center while having no sign for those too large cities. Therefore, the key factor is multi—center
agglomeration instead of horizontal sprawl that maintains high economic efficiency in the process of urban expansion.

Key Words: urban sprawl; multi—center agglomeration; mono—center city; multi—center city; productivity
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