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A B S T R A C T   

In recent years, cities in countries such as Syria, Ukraine, and Somalia have been sites of major incidents of armed 
conflict. Such violence has led observers to note that armed conflict is becoming more urbanized in nature and 
increasingly affecting cities. However, existing research has not been able to ascertain whether armed conflict is 
gradually more concentrated in cities, for two reasons. First, most studies employ a grid-based design which does 
not theoretically or operationally correspond to cities. Second, some studies take the city as the unit of analysis, 
but look only at a few major cities in certain regions of the world, or include a broader range of political violence. 
To assess whether armed conflict is indeed becoming more urban in character, we analyze global patterns of 
armed conflict 1989–2017. We match the UCDP Georeferenced Events Dataset to cities with at least 100,000 
inhabitants, and analyze over time the share of fatalities incurred by armed conflict. We include violence be-
tween organized armed actors (inter- and intrastate), but also conflict-related violence against civilians which 
captures acts of terrorism. With this novel approach, we identify an overall reduction over time in the share of 
armed conflict violence taking place in cities.   

1. Introduction 

Rapid urbanization across the globe is reshaping the outlook of 
states. With large rural populations migrating into cities, settlement 
patterns fundamentally change with implications for social, political and 
economic order. Today more than half of the world's population live in 
cities and UN projections place urbanization at 70% by 2050 (UN- 
DESA., 2018). Parallel to this pervasive trend of urbanization, policy 
makers and security analysts have voiced concerns that cities are 
becoming an increasingly important arena for violent contestation. 
These concerns resonate with the situation on the ground in contem-
porary armed conflicts, where Aleppo (Syria), Mogadishu (Somalia) and 
Donetsk (Ukraine) are cities that all have been subjected to large-scale 
violence and warfare (Kaldor & Sassen, 2020; Sampaio, 2016). In 
response, and across the globe, state and non-state organizations – 
including the military – are adopting their operations and training 
manuals to prepare better for urban threats, terrorism and warfare 
(Dilegge et al., 2019; John-Hopkins, 2010; Muggah, 2014; Nogueira, 
2017; Reid-Henry & Sending, 2014). 

In line with the picture painted above, the literature suggests, on the 
one hand, that different forms of violent conflict have become more 
urban in character (e.g. Beall et al., 2013; Graham, 2004, 2011; Kil-
cullen, 2013; Moser & McIlwaine, 2014; Raleigh, 2015; Sassen, 2013). 

On the other hand, studies also suggest that the role of cities as an 
important conflict arena has remained relatively constant (e.g. Urdal, 
2005). However, these studies address many different types of violence 
and warfare, making it difficult to assess whether a time trend is present 
generally, as well as for specific forms of violence. 

In this study, we assess whether or not state-based armed conflict – 
including civil wars and inter-state conflict – increasingly affects cities. 
Organized armed conflicts that involve the state as one of the actors 
constitute a serious challenge to human security and development. With 
conservative estimates, the ten most deadly state-based conflicts have 
resulted in close to 1,5 million deaths in the time period 1989–2019 
(Pettersson & Öberg, 2020). To date, no global cross-national analysis has 
directly assessed if and how such conflicts have increasingly affected 
cities. While several studies address rural-urban patterns of armed con-
flict, most of these employ a grid-based design, which does not corre-
spond to cities, theoretically and operationally (Höglund et al., 2016; 
Raleigh, 2015; Sundberg & Melander, 2013). Some of this research takes 
the city as the unit of analysis, but looks only at major cities in certain 
regions of the world (Buhaug & Urdal, 2013; Østby, 2016). In addition, 
most studies analyze a broader range of violent and non-violent unrest 
than what is conventionally conceptualized as armed conflict. 

The question of where armed conflict plays out is important and 
relevant for several reasons. First, cities are densely populated and hold 
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significant economic, political and symbolic value. This means that the 
impact of and conduct of warfare will be of a different kind in cities than 
in rural areas (Beall et al., 2013). Second, urban planning and the 
growth of cities will be shaped by the presence of armed conflict 
(Büscher, 2020; Gaviria et al., 2020). Relatedly, the conflict manage-
ment strategies required will also be different in cities than in other parts 
of a country, because cities tend to be more diverse in their ethnic and 
social set-up and because urban spaces are characterized by proximate 
contact (Björkdahl, 2013; Bollens, 2006; Sampaio, 2016). Finally, cities 
and their security are a prioritized global policy concern and constitute 
one of the UN's Sustainable Development Goals (Goal 11), due to their 
significance as drivers of development. 

This study investigates if there has been a change in the share of 
armed conflict violence taking place in cities over time from 1989 on-
wards. Armed conflict is here defined as a conflict between organized 
armed actors where at least one of the parties is the government of a 
state, and where the violence yields at least 25 battle-related deaths in a 
calendar year. In order to cover a relevant scope of violence during 
armed conflict, we also include violence against civilians carried out by 
state and non-state actors in this context. With this approach, we are 
able to systematically study the presence or absence of a time trend for 
armed conflict as a particular form of violent contestation that can 
happen either inside or outside cities. While we do not capture other 
forms of violence which are likely to either co-exist with armed conflict, 
or occur when armed conflict as defined here is absent, our study con-
stitutes an important step in disentangling and analyzing urban-rural 
patterns of armed conflict over time. 

To assess the presence or absence of a time trend in armed conflict 
patters, we match geo-referenced event data on armed conflict from the 
Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) to UN records of cities. We focus 
on lethal violence and include fatalities from violence between orga-
nized armed actors (inter- and intrastate), but also from conflict-related 
violence against civilians which includes acts of terrorism, a typical 
urban form of armed conflict. In addition, we take steps to account for 
how changing patterns over time in reporting of armed conflict, espe-
cially patterns in urban-rural coverage, might conceal time trends in the 
conflict event data by controlling for internet usage, and we discuss 
additional limitations and biases in data on conflict-related fatalities. We 
find no indication that armed conflict fatalities have become more 
prevalent in cities. If anything, the share of armed conflict violence 
taking place in cities has decreased since 1989. In addition our findings 
underline the need for more research into how, and under which cir-
cumstances, armed conflict is more likely to affect cities. 

2. Literature review: cities and armed conflict 

The literature on armed conflict has uncovered how the patterns, 
forms and locations of armed conflict have changed. For instance, re-
gions such as Southern Africa and Latin America, which were ravaged by 
civil wars in the 1970s and 1980s, experience very few armed conflicts 
today. Moreover, most contemporary armed conflicts are fought within, 
rather than between, states (Pettersson & Öberg, 2020). Scholars of 
armed conflict note that civil wars conventionally have been associated 
with guerrilla fighting largely taking place in rural areas (Staniland, 
2010; Wolf, 1969), with underdevelopment and marginalization of the 
periphery being at the core of some of the most prominent explanations 
of armed conflict (see e.g. Gurr, 1970; Herbst, 2000). However, from 
different academic disciplines, several studies describe a changing trend 
in patterns of organized armed conflict, militarization, violent popular 
unrest, and criminal violence, suggesting that different forms of violence 
increasingly affect cities. For example, Moser and McIlwaine (2014, p. 
333) argue that while rebellions in the 20th century tended to be rural in 
nature, today's armed conflicts increasingly play out in, and center on, 
cities. They also point to the interconnectedness between different forms 
of violence and conflict. From a war studies perspective, scholars suggest 
that future of armed conflict will be in cities and that military operations 

will have to adapt to a changing face of warfare which is due to, for 
instance, increased density of cities and complex connectedness of 
armed actors (see e.g. Dilegge et al., 2019; Kilcullen, 2013). From a 
critical perspective, studies have pointed to the consequences of 
changing state-practices aimed at securing urban space and identify 
cities as a prime target of militarization and surveillance practices 
(Graham, 2004, 2011). 

Much of this literature has focused on broader changes in the nature 
of violent contestation, suggesting not only a shift in armed conflict, but 
a turn away from conventional to more irregular – and inherently urban 
– forms of violence. Some of these studies specifically emphasize that 
many cities untouched by conventional war see very high levels of po-
litical violence (Moser & McIlwaine, 2014; Muggah, 2014), while others 
trace an urban shift both in new forms of violence as well as armed 
conflict as defined in this study (e.g. Kaldor & Sassen, 2020). However, 
from a theoretical perspective many of the studies present compelling 
arguments about how increasing urbanization, connectedness, and 
population density indirectly and in combination with other factors may 
increase the risk that cities become arenas of armed conflict as 
conceptualized in this study. On a general level, several scholars point to 
how density, heterogeneity and large socioeconomic inequalities – that 
increasingly permeate many cities – create conditions that breed col-
lective non-state mobilization against the state (e.g. Østby, 2016; Sam-
paio, 2016). Concurrent with these developments, armed conflict has 
become increasingly globalized and networked, with cities constituting 
central nodes, connecting urban populations to remote areas within 
countries, but also to global networks such as diaspora populations 
(Kaldor & Sassen, 2020, p. 7; Lindell & Utas, 2012). Strong networks 
form the basis of effective urban-based rebellion against the state (Sta-
niland, 2010), while the interconnectedness of cities have further 
contributed to transform military operations and security responses by 
the state (Kilcullen, 2013). Studies also note that within the context of 
armed conflict, a growing proportion of violence has become asym-
metric and directed against civilians, and that such violence often tar-
gets urban areas (John-Hopkins, 2010; Kaldor & Sassen, 2020, p. 8). 

There are, however, also theoretical arguments that contradict the 
notion of a general rise of armed conflict in cities. First, cities have al-
ways been central targets of armed conflict – this military focus is not 
new. Cities concentrate economic wealth and other key assets of sig-
nificance for both rebels and governments to control (Beall et al., 2013; 
Bishop & Clancey, 2004; O'Sullivan & Miller, 1983). Capital cities in 
particular hold political and symbolic value that make them valuable for 
actors of armed conflict where a key objective is often to take over the 
capital and secure control over the state apparatus (Landau-Wells, 
2008). Coups, a distinct category of armed conflict, usually emerge from 
within the capital itself (Buhaug, 2010; Luttwak, 1968); urban areas also 
tend to be opposition strongholds, making them focal points for political 
contention (Resnick, 2011); and some rebel groups make use of terrorist 
tactics and target civilians in cities in order to maximize the desired 
psychological effect to put pressure on governments (Hoffman, 1998; 
Savitch & Ardashev, 2001). As alluded to in the discussion above, some 
scholars argue that these conflict-inducing features of cities have been 
elevated, but they could just as well work rather constant over time. 
Second, there are arguments that place cities as important incubators of 
peace rather than of violent conflict. Urban studies emphasize that the 
city enables cosmopolitanism and tolerance (King, 2004; Vertovec, 
2007), that commerce and civic activity counteract conflict (Sassen, 
2011), and bridge inter-group division in divided societies (Hodson 
et al., 1994). Moreover, in countries experiencing organized violence, 
cities are often considered relatively safe spaces, leading many people to 
seek shelter in cities (Beall et al., 2013; Büscher, 2020; Gaviria et al., 
2020). In essence, many of the political, economic, social and structural 
features that may increase the risk of armed conflict in cities could also 
work to reduce it. 
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2.1. The importance of the city for armed conflict: case study evidence 

What empirical evidence is there of a possible trend of “urbaniza-
tion” of armed conflict? On a general level, case study research from 
various contexts – such as Colombia (Gutiérrez-Sanín & Jaramillo, 
2004), Pakistan and Afghanistan (Esser, 2004) and Kenya and Nigeria 
(LeBas, 2013) – supports the notion that the city is a main arena for 
violent contestation. Moreover, in-depth case studies show how coun-
tries that previously have experienced rural-based rebellion – such as 
Uganda (Golooba-Mutebi & Sjögren, 2017) and Burundi (van Acker, 
2018) – have seen a shift in the locus and mode of violence, with a 
current predominance of political violence being manifested as urban 
riots. However, these studies primarily describe a shift in the forms of 
violence. By contrast, there are few cross-national studies systematically 
assessing the existence of a general trend of urbanization of armed 
conflict. Below, we review the evidence from existing studies. 

2.2. Population density, urban density and conflict onset 

Most of the existing cross-national studies approach the topic by 
assessing and problematizing the association between population den-
sity and armed conflict, which is a central mechanism proposed by 
Malthusian arguments about urbanization and violence. The results 
remain inconclusive. Urdal (2005), for instance, finds no support for a 
direct link between population density and the outbreak of civil war in a 
global study covering 1950–2000. Also studying the onset of armed 
conflict globally (1950–2010) but focusing on urban concentration, 
Nedal et al. (2020) find that countries with few urban centers are more 
likely to experience civil war onset than countries where the urban 
population is distributed over many urban centers. The study suggests 
that when the population is highly concentrated in a few cities, rebel 
capacity is enhanced since the “central government typically retains 
complete control of only the capital and perhaps a few other key cities,” 
which makes it easier for rebel groups to train and mobilize in rural 
areas (Nedal et al., 2020, p. 1147). While important for furthering an 
understanding of urban dynamics and armed conflict, these country- 
level studies of armed conflict onset cannot tell us if the share of 
fighting taking place in cities has changed over time. 

2.3. Temporal patterns of violence in cities 

More directly addressing temporal patterns, Buhaug and Urdal 
(2013) take the city as the unit of analysis to study the proposed asso-
ciation between urbanization and rising levels of violence in the cities. 
Confirming Urdal's earlier findings (Urdal, 2005), they find no support 
for urban density or growth as factors resulting in a higher risk of urban 
violence. Notably, the study finds evidence of a time trend, with lethal 
urban unrest events becoming more frequent over the time period 
1960–2006. However, the study focuses on a much broader conceptu-
alization of violence and unrest than armed conflict and uses the Urban 
Social Disorder dataset (USD), which captures non-violent events such 
as strikes and demonstrations, as well as different forms of violence, 
such as battles, assassination and coup d'états. It includes only a limited 
subset of cities: 55 major cities in Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa.1 

Furthermore, since the analysis centers on urban violence without a 
comparison point, it is difficult to know whether the identified time 
trend is indicative of a shift in overall violence patterns.2 

2.4. Urban rural-patterns of armed conflict 

A few studies analyze urban-rural patterns of armed conflict and 
violence specifically. Raleigh (2015), for instance, finds evidence that 
over the last 20 years conflict-related violence in Africa has shifted from 
rural to urban areas and that compared to rural-based civil wars, urban 
violence is less organized, often erupting in connection to elections or 
other political contestation. The study suggests that an increase in urban 
violence is related to shifting incentive structures in democratizing 
developing states, rather than to concentrations of population density. 
While the study provides some support for broader claims about an 
urbanization of armed conflict, it only covers one region (Africa) and a 
short time period (1997–2013). Also studying Africa, Sundberg and 
Melander (2013) assess whether urban areas are more prone to orga-
nized violence than rural areas by analyzing UCDP GED data covering 
1989–2010. They find that an urban area – operationalized as a 1 × 1 
degree grid cell that contains an urban center with at least 100,000 in-
habitants – is “almost three times as likely to be the site of violence as a 
rural area” (Sundberg & Melander, 2013, p. 530). However, Höglund 
et al. (2016) – using the same operationalization and also focusing on 
Africa – find that although urban areas experience more violent events, 
rural areas account for a larger share of casualties. These findings sug-
gest that urban and rural areas may feature distinct patterns of violence. 
However, neither Sundberg and Melander nor Höglund et al. investigate 
a temporal trend. 

2.5. The research gap 

In summary, there are mixed theoretical arguments and empirical 
evidence regarding whether armed conflict would increasingly take 
place in cities. Attempts to assess such claims in cross-national analysis 
have so far either focused on a broader range of urban violence, been 
restricted to Africa, not focused on cities (rather than grid cells with high 
population density) in comparison to rural areas, and/or not investi-
gated the presence of a trend over time taking into consideration not 
only patterns in cities but in armed conflict more generally. As a result, 
to date there is not enough evidence to conclude with certainty whether 
armed conflict has become more urban. 

3. Research design 

To assess the question whether armed conflict increasingly affects 
cities, we look at spatial patterns and trends of armed conflict, using data 
provided by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP). More specif-
ically, we use the Georeferenced Events Dataset (GED), which system-
atically codes temporally and spatially disaggregated information about 
events of organized violence (Sundberg & Melander, 2013). Unlike other 
similar georeferenced data sources, such as the Armed Conflict Location 
and Event Dataset (ACLED) (Raleigh et al., 2010), UCDP GED provides 
global coverage from 1989 and onwards. The Urban Social Disorder 
dataset (USD) covers a longer time period (1960–2014), but covers only 
certain regions (Thomson et al., 2021). In addition, USD does not 
contain violence outside of cities, making it impossible to relate urban 
violence to broader patterns of armed conflict. 

We focus on what in the UCDP terminology is labelled armed conflict 
or state-based conflict, defined as “a contested incompatibility that 
concerns government and/or territory where the use of armed force 
between two parties, of which at least one is the government of a state, 
results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in one calendar year” 
(Högbladh, 2020, p. 28).3 The dataset covers lethal events from inter-
state and intrastate armed conflict. In addition to events of direct 

1 USD has been updated to cover 102 cities, 1960–2014 (Thomson et al., 
2021). This study notes a rise in urban social disorder, but does not distinguish 
lethal violence from other forms of political unrest.  

2 The time trend may also capture improved reporting of events over time; cf. 
Urdal and Hoelscher (2012). 

3 UCDP GED also codes violent events from non-state conflict (between 
formally or informally organized non-state actors), and one-sided violence (by 
state or non-state organized actors against unarmed civilians). 
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fighting between the warring parties, we include conflict-related one- 
sided violence in our main analysis – that is, violence against civilians 
carried out by actors engaged in active armed conflict (as a robustness 
check, we subset the data to include only battle-related deaths).4 

Including one-sided violence, we argue, provides a more complete pic-
ture of conflict-related violence, and implies that we also capture acts of 
terrorism which are carried out by actors engaged in state-based con-
flict. UCDP does not include terrorism as a separate category of violence, 
but since acts of terrorism is a predominately urban phenomenon, it is 
important to include such events in our analysis. In UCDP GED most 
events of terrorism are coded as one-sided violence against civilians, 
whereas attacks by terrorist organizations on military targets are 
included in the state-based conflict category. By including conflict- 
related one-sided violence, we capture, for instance, terrorist attacks 
by IS in cities like Kabul, Mosul and Maiduguri in the context of the 
conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq and Nigeria as well as attacks against ci-
vilians by al-Shabaab in Mogadishu. 

To identify armed conflict events taking place in cities, we match the 
UCDP GED (version 18.1, covering 1989–2017) to data from the United 
Nations Statistics Division (UNSD, 2017). The UNSD data are compiled 
using official demographic data from national statistical offices. One 
subcomponent of this data, which we rely on, is city population. The 
theoretical arguments about the urbanization of armed conflict empha-
size the particular characteristics of cities. For this reason, a key objective 
in our approach is to identify violent events taking place in cities rather 
than in larger geographic areas that contain an urban center. To this end, 
we use the UNSD cities data and extract all cities with a population of at 
least 100,000. This numerical threshold, we argue, allows us to focus on 
population centers that are likely to exhibit the characteristics we asso-
ciate with cities: density, heterogeneity, mixing, and a certain political 
importance (cf. Gusic, 2019), which are less likely to materialize in 
smaller urban centers. Cities are included if they are reported to have at 
least 100,000 inhabitants in the “city proper” at any time since 1989.5 

This time span allows us to account for the fact that some war-affected 
cities have shrunk in population size as a consequence of conflict- 
related dynamics – Jaffna in Sri Lanka is one such example. 

We argue that our operationalization better captures violence taking 
place in cities than previous studies, which have largely relied on 
matching events to geospatial grids. Yet, the operationalization cannot 
fully capture our theoretical definition of cities, which are defined not 
only by their size or density, but also by being heterogeneous, open/ 
permeable, and having a central position within a wider socio-political 
context (Gusic, 2019; Moncada, 2013). However, alternative systemat-
ically collected measurements are not readily available on a global scale, 
and there is an advantage of using a specific cut-off rather than relying 
on countries' own designations of cities, since country-specific defini-
tions can vary quite considerably (Satterthwaite, 2010). In addition, a 
clear threshold for inclusion facilitates greater transparency. We also 
seek to address the limitations associated with population statistics. The 
UN data rely on national census data, and both the frequency and reli-
ability of such censuses, and the underlying definitions of cities and their 
boundaries, differ significantly across countries and regions (Sat-
terthwaite, 2010). In many cases, census data are politicized and 
therefore questioned; political elites can have incentives to manipulate 
sub-national population figures because these affect electoral and 

budgetary outcomes (Jerven, 2013). Given such concerns, we took 
further steps to triangulate the information.6 We also conduct our 
analysis using alternative specifications, where we include only state 
capitals, major cities with at least 750,000 inhabitants, and the three 
largest cities within each state, respectively. 

After establishing the list of cities, all the events contained in the 
UCDP GED were coded according to whether or not they occurred in one 
of the cities on our list, based on the location description in the dataset 
(“where”).7 If “where” matches a city on the list, then “City” = 1, if not 
“City” = 0.8 We also included a dummy variable denoting if the event 
took place in a capital city. This matching was conducted manually, 
taking into account different spellings of city names and, when neces-
sary, double-checking the match using the georeferences provided in the 
UCDP GED dataset. The dataset covers the period 1989–2017, and is 
global in scope (except for Syria, which is not included in current UCDP 
GED data) (Högbladh, 2020). According to our coding, 19,549 of the 
armed conflict events (16%) in the UCDP GED, and 18% of the total 
casualties, took place in cities. 

Before proceeding to the analysis, potential problems related to the 
use of conflict data warrant discussion. First, we rely on conflict-related 
fatalities to estimate the share of conflict that takes place in cities. Our 
focus on lethal violence is not meant to reduce the significance of other 
forms of violent coercion. We are cognizant of the general problem 
associated with using fatalities as a measure to capture the presence or 
absence of armed conflict discussed in the literature, given for instance, 
improvements in military medicine over time (Fazal, 2014). In addition, 
as suggested by Gutiérrez-Sanín and Wood (2017, p. 34), fatal violence 
is not necessarily a valid indicator of overall patterns of political 
violence, since the form (such as lethal or non-lethal) and intensity of 
violence will be conditional on the resources and preferences of the 
armed actors engaged in violence. While we cannot address these val-
idity problems empirically in the analysis, we find fatality counts to be 
the most reliable measure available to systematically study patterns of 
armed conflict violence. In addition, as a robustness check we include 
event counts as an alternative measure. 

Second, reporting biases, particularly how the urban-rural coverage 
might change over time, are relevant to discuss. Like all other similar 
datasets, UCDP GED captures only those events of armed conflict that 
are publically reported (and that correspond to the UCDP's definitions). 
The coverage of these events is unlikely to be even across time and 
space. Importantly for our purposes, this implies that the relative 
coverage of urban versus rural violence may have changed over time. 
For instance, while journalist presence and media attention have been 
high in major cities throughout the period under study, the spread of 
advanced communication technology and smart phones arguably sug-
gests that coverage of rural areas has improved over the past decades 
(Croicu & Kreutz, 2017). This means that any relative increase in urban 
violence could be masked by improved coverage of rural violence. Press 
freedom and access by journalists and monitoring organizations, whose 
reports underlie the data, also varies across time and space (Dietrich & 

4 In all models, we exclude the genocide in Rwanda because most of the fa-
talities are coded at aggregated level and assigned only to the country. 
Including it either as urban or non-urban violence is likely to skew the results.  

5 The complete list of cities that meet the requirement and are located in a 
country with UCDP GED events includes 3956 cities. 723 of these experienced 
one or several events of state-based armed conflict (including conflict-related 
one-sided violence) since 1989. The list also includes three capitals with a 
population below 100,000: Port-of-Spain (Trinidad), Moroni (Comoros) and 
Honiara (Solomon Islands). 

6 For all countries where the most recent data in the UN database is from 
2000 or earlier, data are missing or the quality is known to be low, we consulted 
alternative sources, including original national censuses and other data re-
positories (See the codebook for more detail).  

7 In UCDP coding procedure, “where” is standardized so that all events taking 
place within a certain city is assigned to that city, rather than sub-locations. 
Alternative spellings for city names were considered in the matching, and 
when necessary, georeferences were used to confirm the match.  

8 By this procedure, only events coded with high precision can be assigned to 
cities. Summary events, and events with low geoprecision, are often assigned to 
a higher-order administrative unit in the UCDP data and coded “0” in our 
dataset. However, events that occur in major cities are generally well reported 
and therefore coded with high precision in the UCDP data. In addition, the 
problem is less acute since we are interested in trends over time rather than the 
absolute share of violence in cities. 
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Eck, 2020). However, our empirical approach has several advantages, 
which increase our confidence that bias is limited and that UCDP GED 
offers the best available data source for the purpose of this paper. First, 
UCDP GED uses sources beyond news reports to identify violent events 
and fatalities. The inclusion of non-media sources, such as NGO reports 
and academic articles, improves subnational coverage and reduces 
reporting bias (Davenport & Ball, 2002; Dietrich & Eck, 2020), which 
should mitigate the risk that changes in bias over time impact the results. 
Second, our focus on death tolls, rather than the number of events, 
moderates the impact of any changes in reporting quality since 
geographic remoteness has been found to have a small effect on the 
accuracy of casualty reports (Weidmann, 2015). Finally, as described 
below, we control for communication technology in our models. 

4. Analysis 
As a first step to assess whether armed conflict is becoming more 

urban, Fig. 1 illustrates the aggregate global pattern of fatalities in state- 
based conflicts (including interstate, intrastate, and internationalized 
conflicts) between 1989 and 2017. The left panel illustrates the total 
number of fatalities in cities over time. As can be seen, there has been a 
spike in the past few years, but there were even higher levels of armed 
conflict violence in cities during the early 1990s. The right hand panel 
places urban violence in relation to the total level of violence, and dis-
plays the total number of fatalities in armed conflict over time. The 
upper, lighter line represents total fatalities, and the lower, darker line 
the fatalities resulting from violence in cities. As can be seen, the total 
number of fatalities fluctuates dramatically – between around 15,000 in 
2005 to nearly 90,000 in 1999. The peaks in total fatalities are related to 
the Iraq-Kuwait war (the Gulf war), 1990–1991, and the Ethiopia- 
Eritrea war, 1999–2000. In comparison to total levels of violence, city 
violence displays less dramatic variation, remaining below 10,000 fa-
talities per year most of the time period. However, from this graph, it is 
difficult to say whether the share of fatalities taking place in cities has 
changed over time. 

Fig. 2, in turn, presents the share of fatalities taking place in cities 
over time. As it shows, there was one peak in 1993 when about 36% of 
fatalities in armed conflict were located in cities. This peak is largely 
related to the war in Angola, where a large share of the fighting between 
the government and the rebel group UNITA during this period centered 
on key cities like Huambo and Cuito, and included protracted siege 
warfare. In 1998 (the next peak), fighting in Congo was largely affecting 
Brazzaville, and the war in Afghanistan involved many high-fatality 
attacks in cities such as Mazar-e-Sharif. During most of the time- 
period, however, the share of fatalities that occur in cities fluctuates 
between 10 and 25%. 

In summary, contrary to prevalent claims in the literature, the figures 
above do not give any clear indication that armed conflict is increasingly 
located in cities. At the global, aggregate level, it is difficult to ascertain a 
clear time trend in the share of armed conflict fatalities taking place in cities. 

4.1. Statistical analysis 
To statistically assess the potential existence of time trends in the 

urban/rural dynamics of armed conflict, we first convert the data into a 
country-year format, containing all country-years where UCDP GED 
records at least one armed conflict event. The country-year format al-
lows us to assess the existence of a time trend while controlling for other 
relevant time-varying factors. The main dependent variable is the share 
of fatalities (ranging from 0 to 1) recorded by UCDP GED that are coded 
as taking place in cities, in a given country-year. Since we seek to 
identify a potential change over time, the main independent variable is a 
time trend variable, where the year 1989 takes the value 1, 1990 = 2, and 
so on. To control for a possible nonlinear effect, we also include a 
squared version of the time trend variable. 

Because of the concerns raised above about changes in communi-
cation technology that can affect urban/rural patterns of reporting of 

violence, we include a control variable that aims to capture the level of 
communication technology in a country. For this purpose, we use data 
on internet usage (internet users) from the World Development Indicators 
(World Bank, 2017). The data are annual9 and based on reports from the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), a UN agency for infor-
mation and communication technologies (ICTs). The variable captures 
the share of the population who are internet users; more specifically, it 
denotes “individuals who have used the Internet (from any location) in 
the last 3 months. The Internet can be used via a computer, mobile 
phone, personal digital assistant, games machine, digital TV etc.” (ITU, 
2018a). Arguably, in a country where a very high percentage of the 
inhabitants has access to the internet, it is more likely that events in 
rural areas reach the attention of news reports and NGOs. Given that the 
dynamics of conflict may differ depending on their intensity, we also 
include a control for the total fatality levels in armed conflict per 
country-year (total fatalities). 

In some of the models reported below, we include controls for the 
level and rate of urbanization in each country. Inclusion of these vari-
ables is important, as we want to distinguish between a potential shift in 
the nature of warfare, and the effects of an increasingly urban popula-
tion composition; as some studies have found that population concen-
tration is positively associated with conflict onset (Nedal et al., 2020). 
For each country, we control for the urbanization level, i.e., the share of 
the population that lives in cities and towns. The data are annual and 
from the World Development Indicators. Based on this data, we also 
calculate the urbanization rate, i.e., the pace at which the country is 
urbanizing. Both variables are lagged by one year. 

In extended models, we also include dummy variables for the type of 
armed conflict (interstate, intrastate, or internationalized) to control for 
the possibility that different types of conflict may display different 
patterns. We also include regional dummies (Africa, Americas, Asia, 
Europe and Middle East). Finally, we include controls for the total pop-
ulation of the country and the GDP per capita (also from the World 
Development Indicators), as well as for the degree of electoral de-
mocracy (polyarchy) from V-Dem (version 8) (Coppedge et al., 2018). 
These are all factors that tend to change over time and where previous 
research has shown correlations with patterns of violence. Descriptive 
statistics are reported in Table 1. 

Table 2 presents the results from a series of OLS regression models (all 
statistical analyses performed in R). In model 1, only the time trend var-
iables are included. The linear variable is negative and statistically sig-
nificant at the 95% level, while the squared term is positive and 
statistically significant at the 95% level, indicating the presence of a u- 
curve relationship. In model 2, we introduce our control for information 
technology, i.e. the share of the population using the internet. When this 
control is included, the time trend variables drop below conventional 
statistical significance, but the linear variable remains negative. Overall, 
contrary to prominent claims that armed conflict is becoming an 
increasingly urban phenomenon, our data indicate a negative trend over 
time in the share of armed conflict fatalities taking place in cities. This 
negative effect remains when we include additional controls (models 3–6). 

In model 3 we also find, in line with expectations, that more ur-
banized countries see a higher share of armed conflict fatalities in cities, 
all else equal. Notably, however, the fact that the negative trend is 
evident also in the models without controls for urbanization indicates 
that a more urban world is not associated with more conflict fatalities in 

9 The length of the time series varies by country; years without data were 
extrapolated linearly based on existing values. 
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cities. Furthermore, the rate of urbanization does not have a statistically 
significant effect, in line with studies by Buhaug and Urdal (2013) and 
Østby (2016) which found that rapidly growing cities do not necessarily 
experience a higher risk of urban violence. These results are consistent 
across models. When controlling for urbanization, the internet usage 
variable is not statistically significant.10 In model 4, we introduce con-
trols for the type of conflict, and find that intrastate and international-
ized conflicts are associated with higher rates of fatalities in cities 
compared to interstate conflicts (the reference category). In model 5, we 
include regional dummies, using Asia as the reference category. The 
results indicate that armed conflicts in the Americas are associated with 
a lower share of fatalities in cities, all else being equal. Finally, model 6 
includes controls for the total population in the country, GDP per capita, 
and the extent of electoral democracy. We find that richer countries are 
associated with a larger share of fatalities in cities, and countries that are 
more populous with a lower share. 

Taken together these results yield no support for the existence of an 
urban trend in armed conflict. To further assess any pattern over time, 
we used an alternative polynomial transformation (time trend^3), 
which did not change the main results. Like time trend^2, the new 
variable is positive and in some models statistically significant, while 
the untransformed time trend variable remains negative and statisti-
cally significant. The overall results for our polynomial variables sug-
gest that a curvilinear relationship may exist, while the overall trend 
across the time series remains negative. Plotting the bivariate rela-
tionship between time and the share of fatalities in cities supports this 
interpretation (see Fig. 3). 

4.2. Probing the results 

A number of country-level factors are likely to affect where armed 
conflict violence is located. We therefore proceed to estimate our model 
using country fixed effects. The results are reported in Table 3. In these 
models, the time trend variable remains negative, although in most cases 
below statistical significance. The effect of the urbanization level is no 
longer statistically significant; this is not surprising since most of the 
variation in this variable is between rather than within countries and 
therefore is accounted for by the country fixed effects. 

In addition to fixed effects, we ran the regressions with standard 
errors clustered on the country. The results, reported in the Appendix 
(Table B), are largely the same as in our main analysis in Table 2 above. 
We also conducted additional robustness checks. First, we replaced the 
internet usage control with a measure denoting the number of cell phone 
subscriptions per 100 citizens (also taken from the World Development 
Indicators) (ITU, 2018b). This replacement did not substantially alter 
the results (Table C in the Appendix). Second, we ran a series of re-
gressions where we changed the threshold for our dependent variable 

Fig. 1. Global patterns of fatalities in armed conflict (UCDP best est.)  
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Fig. 2. City fatalities as share of total, 1989-2017 (UCDP best est.)  

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics.  

Statistic N Mean St. dev. Min Max 

City share 1323 0.160 0.275 0 1 
Time trend 1323 14.814 8.608 1 29 
Internet users 1269 8.946 16.940 0 86.516 
Total fatalities 1323 1122 5807 0 180,260 
Urban share 1323 44.242 22.326 5.342 98.096 
Urbanization rate 1323 1.010 0.014 0.927 1.163 
Interstate 1323 0.053 0.224 0 1 
Intrastate 1323 0.743 0.437 0 1 
Internationalized 1323 0.204 0.403 0 1 
Africa 1323 0.411 0.492 0 1 
Americas 1323 0.068 0.252 0 1 
Asia 1323 0.278 0.448 0 1 
Europe 1323 0.109 0.312 0 1 
Middle East 1323 0.134 0.341 0 1 
Total population (millions) 1310 91.593 233.087 0.330 1386.395 
GDP/capita (millions) 1233 215,306 707,902 160.400 12,237,700 
Polyarchy 1309 0.383 0.207 0.017 0.928  

10 This result is likely due to collinearity between these variables. Both 
internet usage and urbanization levels are also likely to correlate with GDP per 
capita. However, correlation analysis suggests that the correlation between 
urbanization level and internet usage is only 0.257, between internet usage and 
GDP/capita 0.381, and between urbanization and GDP/capita 0.323 (a corre-
lation plot is provided in the Appendix). 
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(see Appendix, Tables E–G). In these models the dependent variable 
denotes the share of fatalities in capitals, in the three largest cities in 
each country, and in major cities (with more than 750,000 inhabitants), 
respectively (to recall, in the original specification we include cities with 
at least 100,000 inhabitants). Results remain similar when we focus on 
fatalities in capitals and in the largest cities per country. However, when 

the dependent variable denotes the share of armed conflict fatalities in 
cities with at least 750,000 inhabitants (Table G in the Appendix), the 
results are no longer statistically significant. Here it should be noted that 
many countries have no or very few cities of that size (meaning that 
these models obscure urban-rural patterns in those countries), whereas a 
few others (such as China, Russia, and India) have a very high number of 
major cities (and simultaneously, conflict-related violence in those 
states has mainly taken place outside those cities). 

Third, we estimate our analysis using the share of events instead of 
share of fatalities as the dependent variable. We conduct this comple-
mentary analysis because studies have shown that fatalities are not al-
ways a useful proxy for capturing overall patters of political violence 
(Gutiérrez-Sanín & Wood, 2017). For example, improvements in mili-
tary medicine over time – including preventive care and better health 
conditions of the combatants to begin with – could imply that battle- 
related deaths are not necessarily a valid indictor of reduced conflict 
(Fazal, 2014). If anything, the analysis of events strengthens our results 
(see Appendix, Table H), increasing our confidence that the findings 
reflect patterns in fighting during war, rather than a change in the 
relative capacity to reduce the impact of fighting in urban areas. We also 
subset the data to exclude interstate conflicts and one-sided violence 
(see Appendix, Tables I–L), compare different parametric time trend 
versions (Tables M–P) and conduct the analysis using fractional 
regression (Table Q). In all of these models, the time trend variable re-
mains negative, and in most cases statistically significant. Finally, we 
disaggregate our data by region to probe the patterns further. Using 

Table 2 
Share of violence in cities.   

Dependent variable 

City share of fatalities 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Time trend − 0.009** − 0.006* − 0.007* − 0.007* − 0.008** − 0.008** 
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Timetrend2 0.0003** 0.0001 0.0002 0.0002 0.0002 0.0002 
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) 

Internet users  0.002*** 0.0005 0.0005 0.001 − 0.0004  
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Total fatalities   0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000   
(0.00000) (0.00000) (0.00000) (0.00000) 

Urbanization level   0.002*** 0.002*** 0.003*** 0.003***   
(0.0004) (0.0004) (0.001) (0.001) 

Urbanization rate   − 0.393 − 0.349 − 0.495 − 0.482   
(0.573) (0.576) (0.587) (0.607) 

Intrastate    0.077** 0.073** 0.040    
(0.034) (0.034) (0.035) 

Internationalized    0.113*** 0.102*** 0.059    
(0.037) (0.038) (0.039) 

Africa     0.028 0.012     
(0.020) (0.021) 

Americas     − 0.091** − 0.120***     
(0.038) (0.038) 

Europe     − 0.006 − 0.020     
(0.035) (0.035) 

Middle East     0.010 − 0.018     
(0.034) (0.037) 

Total population      − 0.0001**      
(0.00004) 

GDP/capita      0.00000***      
(0.000) 

Polyarchy      − 0.023      
(0.043) 

Constant 0.208*** 0.199*** 0.497 0.379 0.518 0.523 
(0.024) (0.024) (0.587) (0.589) (0.600) (0.622) 

Observations 1323 1269 1269 1269 1269 1179 
R2 0.005 0.016 0.048 0.055 0.065 0.096 
Adjusted R2 0.003 0.013 0.043 0.049 0.056 0.085 
Residual Std. Error 0.274 (df = 1320) 0.275 (df = 1265) 0.271 (df = 1262) 0.270 (df = 1260) 0.269 (df = 1256) 0.256 (df = 1163)  

* p < 0.1. 
** p < 0.05. 
*** p < 0.01. 

Fig. 3. The share of fatalities in cities over time.  
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model 3 from our main analysis, we find some interesting regional dif-
ferences (see Table R in the Appendix). The linear effect remains 
negative for all regions except Africa, but is only statistically significant 
for the Americas, Asia and Europe. The somewhat divergent trend for 
Africa, while not statistically significant, is in line with the increase of 
urban violence (more broadly defined) identified by Raleigh (2015). 

5. Outlook for policy and research 

Previous research has illustrated how cities often become key arenas 
for violent contestation (Kaldor & Sassen, 2020; Moser & McIlwaine, 
2014). Urbanization and globalization are steadily increasing the sym-
bolic, political and economic stakes concentrated in cities, and the 
symbolic value of cities often makes them a prime target for terrorist 
attacks. We set out to assess whether armed conflict is becoming more 
urban in character, focusing on state-based conflict and violence against 
civilians in the context of such conflicts. Using georeferenced event data 
to determine the share of conflict-related fatalities taking place in cities 
in comparison with other locations in a country, we find no apparent 
pattern to suggest that armed conflict has become increasingly urban 
since the end of the Cold War. 

5.1. Policy implications 

When conflicts affect cities, they are bound to have serious conse-
quences for urban development. The impact and conduct of fighting will 
be of a different kind in cities than in rural areas (Beall et al., 2013). 
However, our study provides a cautionary note in relation to general 
efforts to securitize and militarize the urban environment, which has 
been a persistent trend globally. We find no evidence that cities in 
general are becoming the dominant site for armed conflict. While our 
analysis cannot account for a potential qualitative shift in the forms of 
armed conflict, a systematic assessment of whether more conflict-related 
events and fatalities happen in cities constitutes an important step in 
understanding how cities are affected by armed conflict. Using this 

approach, we find no evidence that an increasingly urban world trans-
lates into more conflict-related fatalities in cities, nor that the pace of 
urbanization affects the share of fighting in cities. Our analysis suggests 
that security-enhancing and conflict-preventing policy measures must 
be rooted in a context-specific analysis. From what we know about 
conflict dynamics, heterogeneous effects across regions and city contexts 
should be considered in policy planning. Policy makers should expect 
factors associated with mobilization opportunities and state strategies to 
influence not only the intensity of conflict-related violence, but also 
where it is more or less likely to take place (Staniland, 2010). In some 
armed conflicts, cities become prime targets of violence, whereas in 
other cases they become safe havens (Beall et al., 2013; Büscher, 2020). 

5.2. Future research 

Our study represents an effort toward uncovering and analyzing 
urban-rural patterns of armed conflict over time. To move forward in the 
study of armed conflict and cities, scholars should theorize and examine 
the specific conditions under which armed conflict becomes an urban 
phenomenon, including issues such as the city-level pace of urbanization 
and target proneness (Savitch & Ardashev, 2001). As noted above, a few 
studies have begun to address these questions, but generally not at a 
global level and/or have relied on grid-based designs rather than a city 
approach. In addition, future research on global patterns in urban/rural 
conflict dynamics should consider a broader range of violence. This 
study maps patterns in fatalities in armed conflict between organized 
actors where at least one of the belligerents is a state. It also covers 
violence against civilians in the context of such conflicts, including 
terrorist attacks. However, as noted in much of the recent work on urban 
violence (e.g. Beall et al., 2013; Moser & McIlwaine, 2014; Muggah, 
2014), political violence is a broader concept that encompasses other 
forms of violent unrest and conflict, including violent repression of ci-
vilians outside of civil war, and violence between communal groups. 
Some scholars suggest that urban violence is more nebulous in character 
than rural violence, suggesting that more research is needed to ascertain 

Table 3 
Share of violence in cities (country FE).   

Dependent variable 

City share of fatalities 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Timetrend − 0.006* − 0.006 − 0.006 − 0.006 − 0.005 
(0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Timetrend2 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) 

Internet users  0.001 0.001 0.001 − 0.0005  
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Total fatalities   0.00000 0.00000 0.00000   
(0.00000) (0.00000) (0.00000) 

Urbanization level   0.0004 0.0003 − 0.001   
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Urbanization rate   0.104 0.026 0.476   
(0.702) (0.703) (0.771) 

Intrastate    0.072** 0.064*    
(0.035) (0.035) 

Internationalized    0.060 0.067*    
(0.039) (0.039) 

Total population     − 0.0003     
(0.0003) 

GDP/capita     0.00000**     
(0.00000) 

Polyarchy     0.035     
(0.088) 

Observations 1323 1269 1269 1269 1179 
R2 0.324 0.328 0.328 0.331 0.332 
Adjusted R2 0.267 0.270 0.269 0.270 0.266 
Residual Std. Error 0.235 (df = 1219) 0.236 (df = 1167) 0.237 (df = 1164) 0.236 (df = 1162) 0.230 (df = 1072)  

* p < 0.1. 
** p < 0.05. 
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temporal patterns across different categories of violence, where also 
substitution effects can be traced. 
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Pettersson, T., & Öberg, M. (2020). Organized violence, 1989–2019. Journal of Peace 

Research, 57(4), 597–613. 
Raleigh, C. (2015). Urban violence patterns across african states. International Studies 

Review, 17(1), 90–106. 
Raleigh, C., Linke, A., Hegre, H., & Karlsen, J. (2010). Introducing ACLED: An armed 

conflict location and event dataset. Journal of Peace Research, 47(5), 651–660. 
Reid-Henry, S., & Sending, O. J. (2014). The “humanitarianization” of urban violence. 

Environment & Urbanization, 26(2), 1–16. 
Resnick, D. (2011). In the shadow of the city: Africa’s urban poor in opposition 

strongholds. The Journal of Modern African Studies, 49(1), 141–166. 
Sampaio, A. (2016). Before and after urban warfare: Conflict prevention and transitions 

in cities. International Review of the Red Cross, 98(901), 71–95. 
Sassen, S. (2011). The global street: Making the political. Globalizations, 8(5), 573–579. 
Sassen, S. (2013). Cities as one site for religion and violence. In M. Juergensmeyer, 

M. Kitts, & M. Jerryson (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of religion and violence (pp. 
455–466). Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Satterthwaite, D. (2010). Urban myths and the mis-use of data that underpin them 1. In 
J. Beall, B. Guha-Khasnobis, & R. Kanbur (Eds.), Urbanization and development: 
Multidisciplinary perspectives (pp. 83–102). Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Savitch, H. V., & Ardashev, G. (2001). Does terror have an urban future? Urban Studies, 
38(13), 2515–2533. 

Staniland, P. (2010). Cities on fire: Social mobilization, state policy, and urban 
insurgency. Comparative Political Studies, 43(12), 1623–1649. 

Sundberg, R., & Melander, E. (2013). Introducing the UCDP georeferenced event dataset. 
Journal of Peace Research, 50(4), 523–532. 

Thomson, H., Buhaug, H., Urdal, H., & Rosvold, E. (2021). Group organization, elections 
and urban political mobilization in the developing world. Democratization. https:// 
doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2021.1944117. 
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