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Improve public
transport service
and infrastructure

Optimise the
placement of buildings

and roads in the city

Create more
green spaces

Build more
public housing and

office space

Expand the city
geographically

% selecting the following as steps their city officials should take to address issues of overcrowding
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% selecting the following communal areas as providing the worst environment in terms of overcrowding

Overground roads/sidewalks/pedestrian pathwaysUnderground/public transport network
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Reduction in
overall quality of life

Long wait times for provision of
basic services (medical care, etc) Unpleasant commute Pollution

% selecting the following as the chief cost to their city of overcrowding

40%
of women agree strongly

that their city suffers
from overcrowding;

Men 29%

 
19%

of women agree strongly that
it’s difficult to have a clear head with

all the distractions in their city;
Men 12%

 
22%

of women agree strongly they often
feel the need to “escape” from their
city in order to find personal space;

Men 15%

Exercise/
fitness

Watching TV/
movies/online video

Hiking/
outdoor activities PrayerShopping
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% selecting the following activities as a means of relaxation and stress-relief
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14%
more Hongkongers

feel stressed out
by the lack of physical

space at home.

13%
more Singaporeans agree
that the proliferation of

smartphones has made people
less conscientious of others’

personal space in public.

14%
more Beijingers

strongly agree that
getting around
their city is a

stressful experience.

13%
more Taipeinese

watch movies, TV
or online video as a
means of relaxation

and stress-relief.

15%
more Shanghainese

believe that nervousness,
anxiety and stress are

most heavily correlated
with overcrowding.

Compared with the average across other cities…
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% answering
“lack of physical space”
as a factor that causes

them stress at home

% saying they “strongly”
or “somewhat agree”

that getting around their city
is a stressful experience

% saying that “nervousness/
anxiety/general stress”

is most heavily correlated with
overcrowding in their city

% answering “very” or
“somewhat successful” at

creating personal space on a
regular basis for themselves
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Hong Kong
25,900

Singapore
11,400

Taipei
7,500

 
Shanghai
6,000

London
5,600

Beijing
5,100

Paris
3,700

Los Angeles
2,300
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MAKING SPACE
Analysing the costs of overcrowding in five cities in Asia

The common perception that crowded urban areas in Asia contribute to feelings of stress
and mental pressure is largely true, but is only part of the story. The Economist Intelligence Unit
conducted a survey, supported by Pure Group, of 1,000 residents across five cities in East and
South-east Asia: Beijing, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore and Taipei. We found that pressures

of urban living show some surprising differences and areas of overlap, leading to unique
challenges for urban planners and individuals alike in addressing these challenges.

The denser, the better?

Urban Density
People per square km in built-up areas1

In terms of raw density, how do
the five study cities compare
with each other, and globally?
Dense cities may seem like
pressure-cookers in some ways,
but urban sprawl —the opposite
of density—can have drawbacks
of its own, as our findings on Beijing
and Shanghai, the most spread-out
cities in our survey, reveal.       

This suggests that urban density, when managed well, can raise convenience by
promoting the concentration of goods and services. Urban sprawl, on the other hand,
can lead to grinding commutes, high gridlock and other inconveniences.2

Coping with pressure

Different cities employ different means of letting off steam —the chart here illustrates some notable
findings. Variation also occurs not just between cities, but within them. Women, for example, show a subtle yet 
consistently higher sensitivity towards various aspects of urban overcrowding than men. 

The Individual

Overcrowding is putting strain on shared resources throughout the five cities, with public transit
and above-ground walkways bearing the brunt. Yet residents are not sitting idly by. A large share of people
across the five cities is planning to actively put forth suggestions about reducing overcrowding to city,
district or community officials.   

The City


