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OECD REGIONAL TYPOLOGY  

The OECD regional typology was established by the Working Party on Territorial Indicators (WPTI) to 

take into account geographical differences among regions. For instance, for the United Kingdom one could 

question the relevance of comparing the highly urbanised area of London to the very rural region of the 

Shetland Islands. To take into account these differences, the OECD TL3 regions
1
 have been classified into 

Predominantly Urban, Intermediate and Predominantly Rural.  

This typology has been used by the OECD when describing regionsô characteristics and performance (see 

for example the series OECD Regions at a Glance), as well as in analysis carried out by other institutions, 

such as the European Commission.  

The OECD regional typology is based on the following criteria: Population density, degree of rurality and 

size of the urban centres located within a region. 

The first step consists in classifying ñlocal unitsò (regions at a lower geographical level) (Table 1) as 

rural  if their population density is below 150 inhabitants per square kilometre (500 inhabitants for 

Japan and Korea, to account for the fact that its national population density exceeds 300 inhabitants per 

square kilometre)
2
.  

Table 1. Table 1 Local Units 

Country Local units 

Australia Statistical Local Areas (SLA) - ABS 

Austria Gemeinden (LAU2) 

Belgium Gemeenten/Communes (LAU2) 

Canada Census Subdivision ï Statistics Canada 

Czech Republic Obce (LAU2) 

Denmark Municipalities (before reform) 

Finland Kunnat/Kommuner (LAU2) 

France Communes (LAU2) 

Germany Verbandsgemeinden 

Greece Dimoi/Koinotites (LAU1) 

Hungary Települések (LAU2) 

Iceland Municipalities 

Ireland Electoral Districts (LAU2) 

Italy Comuni (LAU2) 

Japan Municipalities (as of 1999) 

Korea Counties 

Luxembourg Communes (LAU2) 

                                                      
1 . See: Territorial Grids of OECD Member Countries, http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/32/4/42027551.pdf . 

2 . The population and area data for Local Units are for the census year 2000-2001. 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/32/4/42027551.pdf
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Country Local units 

Mexico Municipios 

Netherlands Gemeenten (LAU2) 

New Zealand Area Units (Stat. New Zealand) 

Norway Municipalities 

Poland Gminy (LAU2) 

Portugal Freguesias (LAU2) 

Slovak Republic Obce (LAU2) 

Spain Municipios (LAU2) 

Sweden Kommuner (LAU2) 

Switzerland Municipalities 

Turkey Districts 

United Kingdom Wards (or parts thereof) (LAU2) 

United States Counties 

 

The second step consists in aggregating this lower level (local units) into TL3 regions and classifying the 

latter as ñpredominantly urbanò, ñintermediateò and ñpredominantly ruralò using the percentage of 

population living in rural local units (local units with a population density below 150 inhabitants per square 

kilometre). TL3 regions are then classified as: 

¶ Predominantly Urban (PU), if the share of population living in rural local units is below 15%; 

¶ Intermediate (IN), if the share of population living in rural local units is between 15% and 50%; 

¶ Predominantly Rural  (PR), if the share of population living in rural local units is higher than 

50% 

An additional criterion is based on the size of the urban centres contained in the TL3 regions: 

¶ A region classified as predominantly rural by steps 1 and 2 becomes intermediate if it contains an 

urban centre of more than 200 000 inhabitants (500 000 for Japan and Korea) representing at 

least 25% of the regional population. 

¶ A region classified as intermediate by steps 1 and 2 becomes predominantly urban if it contains 

an urban centre of more than 500 000 inhabitants (1 000 000 for Japan and Korea) representing at 

least 25% of the regional population. 

Urban centres in the additional criterion are defined by population density and size, not by functional 

criteria such as commuting. For example, in the United States the additional criterion considers the 

population size of urban centres according to the definition of ñUrban Areasò (UAs)
3
 and not according to 

the definition of the Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs)
4
. The choice of giving explicit weight to the 

                                                      
3. Urban areas in the United States are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau as contiguous census block groups 

with a population density of at least 1,000 per square mile (about 400 per square km). Urban areas are 

delineated without regard to political boundaries. Urban areas with a population of at least 50,000 serve as 

the core of a metropolitan statistical area. Urban areas are among the most accurate measure of a city's true 

size, due to the fact that they are all measured from the same criteria. 

4. MSAs are delineated on the basis of a central urbanized areaða contiguous area of relatively high 

population density. The counties containing the core urbanized area are known as the central counties of 

the MSA. Additional surrounding counties (known as outlying counties) can be included in the MSA if 

these counties have strong social and economic ties to the central counties as measured by commuting and 

employment. Note that some areas within these outlying counties may actually be rural in nature. 
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population density criterion is based on the assumption that functional urban areas might include in their 

territories areas that are not densely populated. 

A second issue arises when the urban centre is bigger than the local unit or when the urban centre is not 

entirely contained by the local unit defined in the first step. This can create problems in the identification 

of the urban centre itself, like in the cases of Finland and Turkey: 

¶ In Turkey the regions concerned were Izmir, Ankara, Konia and Kayseri. Konia was upgraded 

from PR to IN, and the remaining four from IN to PU. In Ankara for instance, the population of 

the city of Ankara is concentrated in a few neighbouring local units (districts): Etimesgut, 

Yenimahalle, Cankaya and Keçiören. None of these districts individually meets both the 

population size criteria (higher than 500 000) or the concentration criteria (25% of the regional 

population). Therefore, even if its urban centre altogether meets the additional criterion, Ankara 

would not be upgraded to Predominantly Urban because its centre is split/hidden into four 

different local units. 

¶ In Finland the region concerned was Pirkanmaa. The municipality containing Tampere had about 

195 000 inhabitants in 2001. According to the additional criterion, the population size was not 

enough to upgrade the region from PR to IN, although the percentage of population living in the 

Tampere municipality reached the 44% of the total regional population. Like in the case of 

Ankara the Tampere municipality did not contain the whole urban area of the city of Tampere 

which is spread across other municipalities surrounding it.  

In both cases the joint work between the OECD Secretariat and the WPTI Delegates and/or representatives 

from member countries has allowed for a more accurate implementation of the criterion based on the size 

of urban centres. 

In what follows regional maps and tables for each country are displayed. The maps show the TL3 regions 

classified as predominantly rural, intermediate and predominantly urban according to the latest data: the 

dark red stands for PU, the orange for IN and the yellow for PR. The tables contain the names of the 

regions at the TL3 and Non-official Grids (NOG) level, the percentage of rural population within each 

region (rurality) and the classification into predominantly urban (PU), intermediate (IN) and predominantly 

rural (PR), (typology).  

  Predominantly Urban     Intermediate     Predominantly Rural 
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Figure 1. Australia TL3 (Statistical Divisions) 

 

 


