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Abstract

China’s urbanization is shifting from high-speed expansion toward a stage of steady-state, quality-ori-
ented development. Issues such as population outflow, slowed growth and idle urban spaces have
emerged across many regions, which may readily trigger governance-related problems including re-
source misallocation and developmental anxiety. Academia has not yet carried out clear and suffi-
cient discussions concerning the dividing line between “urban shrinkage” and “urban decline”.
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Conceptual ambiguity is prevalent in society, where a shrinking urban population and diminished
city scale are frequently regarded as markers of urban decline. From the perspective of reduction-ori-
ented development, this paper differentiates the essential differences between urban shrinkage and
urban decline. The findings reveal that urban shrinkage is a phased, regular quantitative process
brought about by factors including resource depletion, industrial transformation, population mobil-
ity and the adjustment of regional patterns. By contrast, urban decline represents a systematic and
intrinsic qualitative crisis stemming from governance failure. Fundamental differences exist between
the two with respect to their causes, manifestations and evolutionary trends. Based on the govern-
ance philosophy of smart shrinkage, this paper explores scientific governance pathways suited to
the context of urban shrinkage in China. It aims to provide theoretical reference and insights for cities
to achieve quality-enhancing transformation against the backdrop of reduction-oriented develop-
ment.
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