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Residential self-selection in developing countries and its 
relation to urban transportation are understudied and 
not fully understood. This knowledge gap is even greater 
in the case of small cities in the developing world. This 
study takes Hafizabad, Pakistan as a case study with the 
objective of providing data for future quantitative anal-
yses about residential location choices in small cities on 
the Indian subcontinent. A sample of 365 residents was 
interviewed from four neighbourhoods with a com-
bined population of  19,042. This resulted in individual 
and household response rates of 1.92% and 12.65% and 
confidence levels of  ±5.08% and  ±4.79% for individual 
and household questions. The results show that the most 
important factors influencing residents’ decisions about 
moving are availability of utilities/services and afforda-

ble prices. Factors related to transportation, accessibility, 
and social issues, such as proximity to work and relatives, 
come next. The role of transportation in residential loca-
tion choices in Hafizabad is less important in comparison 
to high-income countries. This finding shows how urban 
form can shape residents’ travel behaviour and suggests 
that small cities are more compact and walkable because 
about 40% of job-related trips are made by walking. The 
results of this study will help inform relevant government 
organizations about how to effectively devise policies for 
small cities because policies grafted from large metropo-
lises might not work well at a smaller scale.

Keywords: residential self-selection, urban transporta-
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1	 Introduction

Over the past two decades, residential location choices have in-
creasingly attracted the attention of urban transport research-
ers studying urban travel behaviour and land-use interactions. 
Scholars are interested in whether people choose to live in a 
neighbourhood where they can easily commute or access their 
non-work destinations or whether they choose where to live 
due to other factors such as mobility needs, the effects of the 
built environment, their perceptions and lifestyles, and soci-
oeconomics.

According to the figures released by the Government of 
Pakistan  (2017), the population of Pakistan has increased 
to  207.8  million from  132.4  million in  1998  (a  57% in-
crease), showing an annual average growth rate of  2.40 dur-
ing the inter-census period  (1998–2017). Although there 
was a decline in annual growth from the previous inter-cen-
sus period  (1981–1998), the urban share of the population 
has increased to  36.38%  (2017) from  32.52%  (1998). This 
shows a growing phenomenon of urbanization and a trend 
of population concentration in urban centres. The existing 
urban housing stock is under growing pressure due to this, 
which has resulted in urban sprawl. Uncontrolled urbanization 
is becoming a major challenge for local planning agencies in 
Pakistan  (Ahmad  & Anjum, 2012). A number of develop-
ment plans have been prepared by local planning agencies to 
control the situation; however, they have failed to meet their 
objectives. Hameed and Nadeem  (2008) critically reviewed 
the urban master planning processes in Pakistan and found 
several reasons for unsuccessful implementation of these plans. 
One of the many reasons for failure in plan implementation 
was greater reliance on secondary data, minimum primary 
data collection, and inadequate public participation. Given 
this, many of the master plan proposals related to the housing 
sector (e.g., identifying future residential growth areas) do not 
meet people’s aspirations and needs, thus hampering successful 
implementation.

Other than basic quantitative housing indicators, housing cen-
sus data in Pakistan do not provide any insight into people’s 
choices and preferences when choosing where to live. Further, 
there are not enough data for studying the role of transporta-
tion and other related factors in residential location choices in 
Pakistan (and other countries of the Global South). Many past 
studies on this topic have found a significant relationship be-
tween the built environment and urban travel behaviour. How-
ever, less well understood is the effect of residential self-selec-
tion on the relation between land use and transportation (Cao 
et al., 2009). Primary data become more necessary when one 
sees how rare findings for Pakistan and the developing world 

are. This situation provides a rationale to collect primary data 
on this topic in the developing world.

As a result, this study was conducted with the objective of 
providing reliable primary data to carry out empirical analyses 
on residential self-selection in small Pakistani cities. It is based 
on the overall hypothesis of this study: that the perceptions 
and behaviours of people in a “small city” in Pakistan will not 
be comparable to cities with a similar size in North Ameri-
ca, Europe, Australia, and so on. In other words, the decisive 
cause of the behavioural difference is the context, not the size. 
However, inside the Pakistani or South Asian context, city 
size may be the reasons for behavioural mismatches. Because 
of differences in socioeconomics and lifestyles in large and 
medium-sized cities compared to small cities, these mismatches 
might be large. These behavioural disparities between different 
city sizes can be larger in the developing world compared to 
high-income countries  (this needs to be tested and can serve 
as a hypothesis for other studies). This study addresses the lack 
of appropriate primary data suitable for investigating location 
choices, not only in small Pakistani cities, but also in cities 
of other sizes.

The first section of this article features an introduction, a prob-
lem statement, and study objectives. The next section reviews 
past studies conducted on related topics in various contexts, 
mainly in developed countries and countries of the Middle 
East and North Africa and the Indian subcontinent. The next 
section outlines the research methodology by presenting the 
research questions and hypothesis, case-study area profile, 
study variables, and data collection and analysis methods. 
Findings derived from the collected data in two broad sets 
of categorical and continuous variables are presented in the 
following section. The last two sections provide topic-specific 
discussion and the conclusions of the study.

2	 Previous studies

Residential location choices are a part of self-selections, which 
are people’s tendencies to make decisions about where to live, 
travel, life, and so on based on their needs, preferences, and 
attitudes. This has been the topic of empirical studies based 
on primary data collected in several countries, including the 
Netherlands  (Van der Vlist et  al., 2002; Zondag  & Pieters, 
2005; Ettema & Nieuwenhuis, 2017), Germany (Heldt et al., 
2016), the UK (Kim et al., 2005), the United States (Schwa-
nen & Mokhtarian, 2004; Bayoh et al., 2006; Waddell et al., 
2007; Cao et al., 2010; Pinjari et al., 2011; Sener et al., 2011; 
Wang et al., 2011; Patacchini & Arduini, 2016), Canada (Fat-
mi et al., 2017), Japan (Ge & Hokao, 2006; Zhang et al., 2014; 
Yu et  al., 2017), Ireland  (Vega  & Reynolds-Feighan, 2009;  
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Humphreys  & Ahern, 2017), Italy  (Chiarazzo et  al., 2014), 
France (Palma et al., 2005; Buczkowska & Lapparent, 2014), 
Denmark (Næss, 2009), and Belgium (van Acker et al., 2014; 
Vos & Witlox, 2016). These studies range from literature re-
views (Van der Vlist et al., 2002) to numerical analysis using 
national (Zondag & Pieters, 2005) and city- or regional-level 
census databases (Wang et al., 2011;Vega & Reynolds-Feighan, 
2009; Pinjari et  al., 2011; Sener et  al., 2011; Buczkowska  & 
Lapparent, 2014; Heldt et al., 2016) and mathematical mod-
elling using primary data  (Schwanen  & Mokhtarian, 2004; 
Kim et  al., 2005; Bayoh et  al., 2006; Ge  & Hokao, 2006; 
Næss, 2009; Chiarazzo et  al., 2014; van Acker et  al., 2014; 
Zhang et al., 2014; Patacchini & Arduini, 2016; Vos & Witlox, 
2016; Fatmi et al., 2017; Humphreys & Ahern, 2017; Yu et al., 
2017), as well as statistical analysis of data produced by simu-
lators (Palma et al., 2005). Most studies were conducted with 
mathematical modelling using primary data. Geographically, 
most of the case-study areas have been located in the United 

States. Some studies have also been conducted on the topic 
in emerging and developing countries, such as China (Biying 
et  al., 2012; Næss, 2013; Wu et  al., 2013; Yang et  al., 2013; 
Wang et al., 2016, 2018; Zhuge et al., 2016), Korea ( Jun et al., 
2013; Yi & Lee, 2014; Park & Kim, 2016), Thailand (Choo-
charukul et al., 2008), Vietnam (Tran et al., 2016), Chile (Bal-
bontin et al., 2015), and Israel (Frenkel et al., 2013).

The share of residential location choice studies for the Indi-
an subcontinent, the Middle East, and North Africa is small. 
Apart from some notable exceptions, such as studies carried 
out in India  (Schwanen  & Mokhtarian, 2003; Molugar-
am  & Rao, 2005; Srinivasan, 2005; Lall et  al., 2006), Bang-
ladesh (Choudhury & Ayaz, 2015), Iran (Masoumi, 2013), and 
Egypt (Ibrahim, 2017), a limited number of studies have been 
undertaken to present a better picture of self-selections in the 
countries of these vast regions. Studies related to Pakistan are 
almost non-existent in this literature. Given more frequent in-

Table 1: Methodological considerations of similar past studies (source: authors).

Study Sample size Response 
rate

Case-study areas Response 
ratio 

Data collection  
method

Ahmad, 1992
6,275 households selected 
through quasi-random sam-
pling

–
Twenty-six zones of Karachi 
based on socioeconomic and 
neighbourhood characteristics

Not available
City-wide socio-
economic survey 
in 1987–1988

Ahmad, 1993
6,275 households selected 
through quasi-random sam-
pling

–
Twenty-six zones of Karachi 
based on socioeconomic and 
neighbourhood characteristics

0.38% (city)
City-wide socio-
economic survey 
in 1987–1988

Cao et al., 2006a 6,000 randomly selected 
households

22.8% (1,368)
Six middle-income neighbour-
hoods belonging to three 
different periods in Austin, TX

4.64%
Self-administered 
mailed survey 
in 1995

Cao et al., 2006b 8,000 (6,746 valid) households 
randomly selected from a com-
mercially maintained database 

24.9% (1,682)

Eight neighbourhoods of  
varying characteristics belong-
ing to two different periods in 
northern California 

1.74%

Two rounds of 
self-administered 
mailed survey 
in 2003 

Frank et al., 2007

Two sub-samples: 2,088 (2,056 
valid) and 1,466 (1,455 valid) 
households selected from the 
SMARTRAQ study

30.4%
The thirteen-county Atlanta 
region

Not available
Computer-aided 
telephone interview 
in 2001 and 2002

Handy & Clifton, 
2001 6,000 respondents and 75 

interview participants
22.8% (1,368)

Six middle-income neighbour-
hoods belonging to three 
different periods in Austin, TX

4.64%

Self-administered 
mailed survey 
in 1995 and a focus 
group in 1997

Ibrahim, 2017 224 households –
Seven residential districts of 
Alexandria

0.01% (city) Field survey

Kitamura et al., 
1997

5,472 randomly selected 
households

17.6% (963)

Five study sites, each compris-
ing approximately a square 
mile in the San Francisco Bay 
area

Not available
Self-administered 
mailed survey 

Painter, 1996
496 randomly selected  
pedestrians

–
Three similar streets and a 
footpath in London

Not available
On-street pedestrian 
survey in 1992

Mokhtarian, 2003 8,000 households 
25.0% (2000: 
1,358 valid 
workers)

Three neighbourhoods in the 
San Francisco Bay area

Not available
Self-administered 
mailed survey
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vestigations of self-selections in India, rough generalization of 
findings can be made, but, due to some key differences (mainly 
related to religious beliefs), independent studies of the Paki-
stani context seem necessary. The findings of one of the rare 
studies on Pakistan were published in  1992 by Ahmad, who 
studied a sample of  6,275 households in Karachi using data 
from a city-wide socioeconomic survey conducted in  1987 
and 1988. By analysing the data, she concluded that ethnicity 
is important in determining households’ location choices and 
mobility. Ahmad also found relations between these consider-
ations with urban sprawl and outward growth of Karachi. An-
other study was conducted by Connor (1989), who found that 
ethnographic ties, political involvement, and lack of political 
activity motivated residential association. These two Pakistani 
studies were conducted many years ago and had only a weak 
or no relation to urban travel behaviour.

A review of past studies shows that the topic has mainly been 
explored through quantitative methods with probabilistic 
sampling techniques as the main method for sampling and 
recruiting the respondents. Many such studies also used some 
samples already available  –  census data, previous studies, or 
any other maintained databases – to determine how large the 
sample size should be and to identify the target population. 
Neighbourhoods or residential districts remained the main 
unit of analysis for conducting many of these studies at dif-
ferent locations. The key considerations for the selection of 
these neighbourhoods were primarily similarities or differences 
in socioeconomic characteristics and the time period when 
these neighbourhoods were developed or inhabited. Two main 
data-collection approaches were employed: direct interviews 
through field surveys and self-administered mailed surveys. 
The limitation with the self-administered mailed survey is 
the low response rate, as is also evident from the review of 
such studies, because none of them could achieve a response 
rate of more than  33%  (see Table  1). In turn, the response 
ratio (the sample coverage of the overall neighbourhood/city 
population in terms of percentage) ranged from a low of 1.74% 
to a high of  4.64%. Table  1 summarizes the methodology of 
some past studies.

3	 Methodology

This study assumes that residential self-selections are con-
text-sensitive; that is, people in Pakistan choose where to live 
differently compared to other contexts. These differences are 
very much connected to cultural issues  (religion, local life-
styles, and mentality), socioeconomics (exemplified by people’s 
different approaches to earning money), social classes and the 
connection to space, and geography (such as climate). It is as-
sumed that these phenomena can motivate different approach-

es to residential location choices in small cities in the Pakistani 
context compared to the contexts in Western or high-income 
countries. This assumption is based on the hypothesis that the 
interrelations between urban space and urban travel behav-
iour (in this case, commuting to one’s place of work or study) 
are highly context-specific, and so policymaking for urban 
mobility cannot be based on studies or concepts rooted in 
high-income countries, but must be based on local studies. This 
study presents data that provide a basis for in-depth analysis 
in future studies. The main question is how Pakistanis choose 
where to live in small cities.

3.1	 Case-study areas

Life in large urban centres is a multitude of many complex 
processes, making it very difficult to create reliable findings out 
of empirical studies conducted in urban settings. Conducting 
such studies in large urban centres requires great investment 
of effort and resources to produce reliable conclusions. In 
comparison, smaller cities offer opportunities to reliably an-
alyse less complex urban life through the established research 
frame. Accounting for many of the underlying factors is easier 
than in large urban centres. Given this fact, the small town of 
Hafizabad, located in the upper central Punjab region with a 
population of 245,784  (2017), was chosen to carry out this 
study (see Figure 1). According to the latest census (Govern-
ment of Pakistan, 2017), Hafizabad has 37,270 housing units 
with an average household size of  6.6 persons  –  almost the 
same as the national average, at 6.5.

The large city nearest Hafizabad is Gujranwala  (popula-
tion 2.0 million in 2017), located 55 km to the east. Hafizabad 
has a strong link with Gujranwala and there is a commuting 
pattern between these two cities, although on a limited scale. 
The Hafizabad district is well known for its rice and cotton 
textile industries and, as the district capital, Hafizabad also 
offers job opportunities to its surrounding population, which 
commutes daily to the city centre (Naeem & Ahmad, 2018). 
The other large cities near Hafizabad are Lahore  (popula-
tion 11.1 million in 2017), located 102 km to the southeast, 
and Faisalabad (population 3.2 million in 2017), located 106 
km to the southwest and with which there are socioeconomic 
links.

Although the history of the region where Hafizabad is locat-
ed reaches as far back as  327  BC, to Alexander the Great’s 
invasion of Punjab (Government of the Punjab, 2018), Hafiz-
abad itself was founded by the city’s namesake, Hafiz Meerak, 
a companion of Mughal Emperor Akbar I (1542–1605). The 
older central part of the city thus has some visible features 
reflecting an urban layer of Mughal architecture dating back 
to the sixteenth century. After the fall of the Mughal Empire, 
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Figure 1: a) Location of Hafizabad in Pakistan  (source: Google Maps, 2019); b) Location of Hafizabad in the regional context  (source: Google 
Maps, 2019).

a b

Figure 2: Various urban layers of Hafizabad (photo: Anwaar ul Haq).
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the entire Indian subcontinent operated under British colo-
nial rule until  1947. During that period, British rule made 
an indelible impression on the region’s urban fabric through 
Victorian architecture. The same is the case with Hafizabad, 
where vestiges of the colonial urban layer can be seen in the 
central parts of the city. This urban layer is part of the pre-par-
tition  (i.e., pre-1947) built environment of Hafizabad. After 
Pakistan’s independence in 1947, much of the Hindu and Sikh 
population of the city migrated to India, and, in turn, many 
Muslims from India settled in Hafizabad. This demographic 
transition helped transform the urban landscape of the city, 

thus giving rise to an urban layer of the post-partition peri-
od (from independence until the late 1990s). Pakistan’s 2001 
National Housing Policy declared housing a priority sector, 
resulting in a real estate boom. Small cities like Hafizabad 
were no exception. They also faced the consequences of ur-
ban sprawl in the form of housing developments outside of 
municipal borders, although it was less intense than in larger 
cities. This gave birth to the third urban layer: newer planned 
developments and gated communities. The various urban lay-
ers of Hafizabad are shown in Figure 2.

Table 2: The four case-study neighbourhoods selected.

No. Neighbourhood Period Grid type Population 
(2018)

Gross 
area (ha)

Net area (ha) Gross population 
density (per ha)

Net population 
density (per ha)

1 Gali Haji Miraj Deen pre 1947 Organic 3,584 5.5 4.9 649.11 730.54

2 Sharifpura pre 1947 Organic 3,298 31.5 27.4 104.64 120.26

3 Nawab Colony 1947–2000 Semi-grid 4,299 8.9 6.8 484.88 636.74

4 Hassan Town post 2000 Full-grid 7,861 22.7 20.1 346.73 514.64

Table 3: Urban characteristics of the selected case-study neighbourhoods.

No. Neighbourhood Links Nodes Link-node ratio Intersection  
density (nodes/ha)

Facilities Per capita 
facilities

Re
ta

il

H
ea

lth

Re
lig

io
us

To
ta

l

1 Gali Haji Miraj Deen 66 59 1.12 10.73 43 1 – 44 0.012

2 Sharifpura 190 168 1.13 5.33 119 – – 119 0.036

3 Nawab Colony 44 35 1.26 3.93 66 – 1 67 0.016

4 Hassan Town 83 45 1.84 1.98 72 – 1 73 0.009

Figure 3: Location of the neighbourhoods studied in Hafizabad (illustration: authors).

N
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Figure 4: Land-use functions of the selected case-study neighbourhoods (illustration: authors).
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Identifying various urban layers helped in selecting case-study 
neighbourhoods based on differences in the built environment. 
Differences in the urban character also reflect some differences 
in the socioeconomic status of their residents. The city main-
ly grew to the south to accommodate newer developments, 
including planned housing schemes. Four neighbourhoods in 
Hafizabad were selected for detailed investigation based on the 
main criterion of a distinct urban form. Two of them belong to 
older central parts of the city, one in the northern part having 
a semi-grid form, and one chosen from the new developments 
in the southern part of the city. The urban characteristics and 
details of the facilities available in these four neighbourhoods 
are provided in Tables 2 and 3, and their location within the 
city is shown in Figure 3. The urban form and available facil-
ities in each neighbourhood are shown in Figure 4.

3.2	 Data, variables, and analysis

The survey was divided into three parts: household and so-
cioeconomic information, current dwelling unit characteris-
tics, and housing demand characteristics. It included sixteen 
questions, some of which consisted of more than one ques-
tion or conditional questions. The questionnaire contained 
six individual questions (age, sex, marital status, employment, 
commuting time, and commuting mode), and ten household 
questions covering vehicle ownership, type of housing, reason 
for choosing the place, date of moving, main reason for mov-
ing, owning another housing unit, number of owned housing 
units, vacant/occupied housing, tenure type, unit price, unit 
rent, search for new housing, neighbourhood preference, main 
reason for choosing where to live, and preferred tenure type. 
Except for the number of housing units owned, all of the var-
iables are categorical. The questionnaires were completed by 
the interviewers while talking to the respondents.

The survey provides exploratory data for the case-study 
neighbourhoods with a high level of precision. The sample 
sizes and the estimated confidence intervals were based on 
Cochran’s  (1963) formulation. These figures were calculated 
separately for individual and household questions. The house-
hold confidence intervals were calculated using the average 
household size of the city (6.6, based on the 2017 census re-
sult). As a result,  1.9% of the  19,042 residents in the overall 
population (N) were interviewed. Regarding household ques-
tions, the survey collected data for about  12.7% of the city’s 
households. This provides a confidence interval of ±5.1% for 
individual questions and ±4.8% for household questions. The 
confidence intervals for neighbourhoods are given in Table 4, 
which summarizes the sample size for each question, based on 
the general sample of 365 respondents.

The analysis included frequency reports related to categori-
cal variables and descriptive statistics reports related to the 
number of housing units owned  (the only continuous varia-
ble). This was done after validating and correcting the results, 
which was primarily done for the Nawab Colony data, which 
contained some problematic input that was removed from the 
sample.

4	 Results

A summary of the collective findings regarding categorical 
indicators for the overall sample of the four neighbourhoods 
is presented below. Among the respondents,  45% were thir-
ty-six to forty-five years old, with  84% male. Balancing the 
number of male and female respondents proved to be difficult 
due to cultural considerations. Similar to the high share of 
middle-aged respondents, 82% of the survey participants were 
married and 78% were employed full-time.

Consistent with several other surveys conducted in neigh-
bouring countries and nearby regions, household vehicle 
ownership was targeted instead of individual ownership. In 
such cultures, it is more likely that household members use 
vehicles together. In this vein, 56% of the households owned 
one motorbike, 22% had no car, and only 5% had one car. A 
large percentage of the responding households  (87%) owned 
self-built houses, whereas only  12% lived in rented housing. 
As expected for the case of a small Pakistani city, 41% of the 
households  (such as young couples or similar) lived in their 
family’s houses. Living on family property was the most im-
portant reason for choosing the current place of living. Living 
in a family property is followed by two weaker reasons: 16% 
of the households chose their current house because it was 
located in a nice neighbourhood, and 14% found the current 
house affordable. A large share of the respondents  (73%) 
reached their place of work or education in less than thirty 
minutes. Walking and riding a motorbike are the dominant 
commuting mode, each making up 40% of the responses. More 
than one-third of the responding households had moved at 
the time of the survey. This share of the sample is the focus 
of this article for studying motives for moving and self-selec-
tions. The most frequently cited time of the last move was 
between two and ten years ago  (42%). The living unit type 
or neighbourhood was the most important reason for  15% 
of the respondents, considering that 65% did not answer this 
question because they had not moved before. Transportation 
was a motive for moving for almost none of the households 
surveyed (0.27%). Only 18% of the households in the sample 
owned a second living unit, about half of which were occupied. 
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Only 11% of the sample rented a living unit, and all the others 
lived in their own house. More than half of these houses cost 
between PKR  1.5 and  3  million. Of the  11% that rented a 
house, 68% paid less than one-third of their income for rent. 
In the future,  28% intend to search for a new house. About 
half of the sample is interested in continuing to live in their 
current neighbourhood in the future, whereas  45% will look 
for housing in another neighbourhood in Hafizabad and the 
remaining 5% are interested in leaving Hafizabad and living in 
another city, most likely Lahore. Having good services and util-
ities (neighbourhood amenities) is the most important reason 
for moving for 23% of respondents, followed by a reasonable 
price for 20%. Transportation (proximity to work) is a reason 
for 17% of the households. Finally, 91% would prefer to move 
into their own house in the future.

The above information is related to the overall sample of re-
spondents from all four neighbourhoods. To understand the 
role of different urban forms and environments on respond-
ents’ choices in each of the four neighbourhoods, the outputs 
of the categorical variables were analysed separately for each 
case site and also presented in graphs. Selected graphs are pre-
sented in Figure  6. Hassan Town had the youngest respond-
ents (44%), whereas Gali Haji Miraj Deen and Sharifpura were 
older, with  25% of the respondents aged forty-six or older. 
Women had the largest share in Hassan Town (32%), and the 
smallest share of unmarried respondents came from Nawab 
Colony (28%). Gali Haji Miraj Deen had the largest share of 
full-time employees  (84%), the largest share of people with 
one motorbike  (62%), and the highest car ownership rate. 
Self-built houses are found equally frequently in Gali Haji 
Miraj Deen, Sharifpura, and Hassan Town  (86–88%), and 
the highest share of house-renters came from Gali Haji Miraj 
Deen (10%). However, living on family property is the dom-
inant form of housing in the overall sample. Affordability, 
proximity to work, and living in a nice neighbourhood are 
the most important reasons for respondents living in their cur-

rent house. The sociocultural status of this subset is slightly 
different from the entire sample. Hassan Town had the shortest 
commuting distances, with 79% of respondents reporting that 
their trips take less than half an hour. This figure falls to 67% 
for Nawab Colony. Nawab Colony also has the lowest walking 
mode (28%). Half of the households in Hassan Town have al-
ready moved, compared to 27% in Sharifpura. More than half 
of the responding households in Nawab Colony moved with-
in the past two years, whereas  40% in Gali Haji Miraj Deen 
moved over ten years ago. Transportation reasons were impor-
tant for only  1.5% in Nawab Colony and were not a reason 
for moving in the other areas surveyed. Possession of another 
living unit is seen most often in Nawab Colony (28%). At 88 
to  90%, house ownership is almost equal in the four neigh-
bourhoods. According to the self-reported findings concerning 
house prices in this survey, the cheapest houses are found in 
Hassan Town (29%), whereas the most expensive houses are in 
Nawab Colony (16%). In Hassan Town, 91% of respondents 
spend less than one-third of their income on rent. The highest 
share of households surveyed intending to move is in Sharif-
pura (32%). For the overall sample, 41 to 54% of responding 
households intend to remain in their neighbourhood in the 
future. Respondents in Hassan Town showed the least interest 
in moving out of the neighbourhood (37%). For respondents 
interested in moving to another city, Lahore is more likely to 
be selected compared to more distant cities. In Gali Haji Miraj 
Deen, the most important reason for deciding where to live in 
the future is the availability of services and utilities (31%). In 
Sharifpura, the main motives are affordability (22%), followed 
by availability of services and utilities (21%), and proximity to 
social relations and relatives  (20%). Affordability  (30%) and 
proximity to work (29%) are by far the most influential reasons 
in Hassan Town. Finally, respondents in Nawab Colony look 
for services and utilities (29%) and a quiet environment (23%) 
more than other issues. Between 85 and 99% of the respond-
ents of the four neighbourhoods would like to own a house 
when they move in the future.

Table 4: Neighbourhood-level sample characteristics and overall sample.
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Hassan Town 12 7,861 1,191 100 100 1.27 8.40 9.74 9.38

Sharifpura 10 3,298 500 100 100 3.03 20.00 9.65 8.77

Gali HajiMiraj Deen 6 3,584 543 100 100 2.79 18.42 9.66 8.86

Nawab Colony 5 4,299 651 98 65 1.51 9.98 12.06 11.54

Total sample – 19,042 2,885 398 365 1.92 12.65 5.08 4.79

Note: *Calculated by the average household size of Hafizabad (6.6).
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Average house area Valid Missing Total

N Percent N Percent N Percent

350 95.9% 15 4.1% 365 100.0%

Descriptives

Mean
Statistic 122.33

Std. deviation
Statistic 50.183

Std. Error 2.682 Std. error –

95% confidence interval 
for mean

Lower Bound Statistic 117.06
Minimum

Statistic 20

Upper Bound 127.61 Std. error –

5% trimmed mean
Statistic 118.49

Maximum
Statistic 379

Std. Error – Std. error -

Median
Statistic 126.00

Range
Statistic 359

Std. Error – Std. error –

Variance
Statistic 2518.302

Interquartile range
Statistic 37

Std. Error – Std. error –

Kurtosis
Statistic 3.989

Skewness
Statistic 1.428

Std. Error 0.260 Std. error 0.130

Tests of normality

Category Kolmogorov–Smirnov Shapiro–Wilk

Statistic df p-value Statistic df p-value

0.242 350 < 0.001 0.875 350 < 0.001

Figure 5: Descriptive statistics and normality test for the area of the respondents’ housing (source: authors).

A. B. ASLAM, H. E. MASOUMI, N. NAEEM, M. AHMAD

The survey included only one continuous variable: the area of 
housing owned by each household. The descriptive statistics 
related to this question are presented in Figure 5. Out of 365 
respondents,  350 answered this question. The areas range 
from 20 m² to 379 m², with a mean of 122.3 m² and a stand-
ard error of only 2.68 m². The large range of 359 m² is due to 
some outliers at the upper end of the range. The results of the 
Kolmogorov–Smirnov and Shapiro–Wilk tests of normality 
yielded p-values of less than 0.001, indicating non-normality.

5	 Discussion

Like many previous studies on this topic, this study employed 
quantitative methods to generate findings on the residential 
location choices of Hafizabad residents. In line with previous 
studies, the neighbourhood was selected as the unit of anal-
ysis. The sampling frame for conducting this study was the 
census data for the neighbourhoods. Similar to the majority 
of previous studies on the same topic, the methodological 
consideration of selecting four neighbourhoods in Hafizabad 
was based on differences in urban character and different pe-
riods they belong to. Because the literature review indicated 
a low response rate for indirect data collection methods (i.e., 
self-administered mailed surveys), direct interviewing through 
field surveys was selected as the data collection method. The 
response ratio of 1.92% for this study is within the range re-
ported by past studies conducted in the developed world. The 

discussion presented shows that the chosen methodology is in 
line with many previous studies on similar topics in developed 
country contexts. This indicates the reliability of the findings 
of this study.

The findings reveal that, for the majority of the respondents 
that own their self-built houses and have lived there for more 
than two years, their main reason for choosing their current 
housing location is the family’s property. The high homeown-
ership rate in Pakistan stands in sharp contrast with the sit-
uation in the developed world. An increased ratio of home 
ownership reduces overall housing mobility; consequently, 
the majority of respondents consider their family’s property 
to be the main deciding criterion for determining where to 
live. Owning houses reflects socioeconomic status within Pa-
kistani society, which does not provide much motivation to 
rent housing units. The joint family system as a dominant living 
style of many of the households in developing countries may 
also foster the importance of family property as the leading 
criterion for residential location choice. These findings are not 
in line with the results of studies conducted in the developed 
world.

Proximity to the workplace did not turn out to be one of the 
leading reasons for current residential location of the respond-
ents. This could be a reflection of the small size of the city, 
where most jobs are not as distant from homes as is sometimes 
the case in larger cities. Around three-fourths of the respond-
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Figure 6: Selected graphs presenting the frequencies of responses for variables analysed for case-study neighbourhoods (source: authors).

ents require less than thirty minutes to reach their jobs, and 
the preferred mode of travel for around 40% of respondents is 
walking. This shows a good job-housing balance and could be 
representative of other smaller cities in Pakistan, which gener-
ally grew organically with fewer planning controls. This also 
provides a clue for why proximity to work is not among the 
leading factors for residential location choice in a small city. 
This is further strengthened by the finding that transportation 
was not a motivating factor for any of the households that had 
moved in the past. Again, such findings contrast with findings 

from studies conducted in the developed world. In another 
study by the authors (forthcoming) in a large urban centre of 
Lahore, the average commuting distance to work for a residen-
tial neighbourhood was found to be 8.4 km; investigating the 
factors for residential location choices in that sample might 
yield different results. The insignificance of transportation or 
proximity to work in influencing residential location choice in 
smaller cities suggests that a massive push toward transit-ori-
ented development might not be a wise strategy for smaller 
cities in the developing world.
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Another important insight from this study is the intent of 
out-migration. Although the share of current residents in-
tending to move out of the city is only  5%, the tendency of 
out-migrating to larger cities  (especially Lahore) is a notable 
finding. Although the reasons for such intentions are un-
known, relevant municipal government departments should 
try to devise policies to help curb the urbanization of larger 
cities in Pakistan. The city of Lahore is already saturated in 
terms of size and population, and the continuous addition of 
population through in-migration from surrounding small cit-
ies will aggravate the situation by further overburdening the 
existing infrastructure.

The main limitation of this study is that only around one-third 
of the respondents moved in the past and were thus able to 
provide the main deciding factor behind deciding where to 
live. This was due to the high homeownership rate in Pakistan. 
For all other respondents, the questions inquired about their 
intentions to move in the near future and their anticipated 
deciding factors for deciding where to live. However, only one-
fourth of the respondents reported that they were searching 
for a new home. Furthermore, because the responses to such 
questions related to an uncertain future time, they might vary 
at the time of actual moving. This shortcoming of the collected 
data was addressed by asking respondents about their current 
intentions to move, and therefore this limitation will not have 
any significant impact on the reliability of the findings.

6	 Conclusion

The methodology of this study was carefully designed in line 
with the methodological considerations of many previous 
studies conducted in the developed world. Due to the high 
home-ownership rate in Pakistan, a family’s current housing 
was the leading deciding factor when deciding where to live. 
Access to transportation facilities or proximity to jobs were 
not leading factors in deciding where to live. This could be 
a manifestation of the small size of Hafizabad, where the 
study was conducted. It also reflects the fact that small Pa-
kistani cities are more compact, are denser, and have a good 
job-housing balance compared to large cities. These findings 
allow relevant policy-oriented circles to better devise urban 
and transportation policies to achieve the objectives of tran-
sit-oriented development, address low-income housing issues, 
and manage the urbanization of large cities. This study shows 
that transportation factors are insignificant in deciding where 
to live in a small city with a population of  245,784  (2017). 
However, the situation in large urban centres could be dif-
ferent and should be investigated more thoroughly. Similar 
studies on the large urban centres of Pakistan are needed to 

understand the situation more clearly. Furthermore, this study 
presents survey results in a descriptive form only, and further 
empirical studies are needed to ascertain the relationship of 
different variables and corroborate this study’s findings. It is 
suggested that similar studies be replicated in other smaller 
cities of the developing world with a particular focus on the 
younger population, especially young couples or families, be-
cause their decisions will significantly shape the future course 
of urban commuting patterns.
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