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Abstract. This paper critically examined the notion of the global city region (GCR) through the lens 
of the Greater Tokyo Region (GTR), demonstrating how GTR exemplified one of the most 
representative GCRs globally. It analyzed the strategic, growth across different areas within a global 
city region, using the GTR as a case study. The study explored the impacts of globalization on the 
economic and industrial framework of the GTR, along with its evolving social and cultural aspects, 
and shifts in policy, highlighting how these processes influenced the region's vitality and spatial 
structure. Additionally, the paper addressed the challenges and issues faced by GTR amidst 
globalization, including economic imbalances, population migration, and infrastructure strains. The 
analysis revealed that while GTR benefited significantly from its global connections, it also 
encountered critical disruptions, such as those caused by unilateral protectionism and the COVID-
19 pandemic. The paper underscored the need for effective strategies to manage these challenges 
and sustain the region's role as a leading global city in an increasingly interconnected world. 
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1. Introduction 

As urban areas around the world increasingly concentrate population and resources, the rise of 

metropolitan regions globally has become essential. These urban centers are gaining prominence in 

the economic domain on a global scale, commerce, and industrial output. With a population exceeding 

35 million, the Greater Tokyo Region (GTR) is the largest metropolitan area in Japan, ranks among 

the top three global hubs for commercial and business activities, together with New York in America 

and London in Britain [1]. Tokyo, Japan’s capital, is at the center of this vast metropolitan area, 

serving as the focal point for the country's governing, financial, and community organizations. 

Beyond being a densely populated city, Tokyo epitomizes the qualities of a world city, acting as a 

central point for worldwide economic, social, and cultural networks. 

Since the 1980s, global city regions have leveraged globalization to enhance the transnational 

movement of production elements including merchandise, investment, technology, knowledge, and 

expertise, with the goal of optimizing international value and obtaining substantial advantages [2]. In 

spite of shifts in globalization, the development pattern of these city regions has consistently followed 

contemporary trends. Industrial restructuring has strengthened their economic dominance, with an 

increased flow of talent and cultural exchange. While globalization has provided development 

prospects for integrated regions, it has also exacerbated problems, including the intensification of 

income disparity between different areas and groups [3]. In addition, one-sided protectionist strategies 

and the pandemic caused by COVID-19 have adversely impacted the process of globalization. 

Nevertheless, in the context of major metropolitan regions’ development, globalization continues to 

be the dominant strategic choice. Within this framework, the GTR not only reflects general 

globalization trends but also highlights its unique and significant contradictions. 

This paper first critically discussed the notion of the global city region (GCR) and used the Greater 

Tokyo Region (GTR) as a case study to illustrate how GTR was considered one of the most 

representative GCRs globally. It also analyzed the strategic, collaborative advancement across diverse 

areas within a GCR, using the GTR as an example. Furthermore, the paper examined how 

globalization and associated disruptions were experienced in global city regions, focusing on the 

financial and production organization, social-cultural shifts, and alterations in policy within the GTR. 
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It explored the ways in which these processes impacted the dynamism and geographic configuration 

of international metropolitan areas. Finally, the paper sought to identify the challenges and issues 

encountered by the GTR in the context of globalization. 

2. Greater Tokyo Region’s Role as a Global City Region 

The Greater Tokyo Region (GTR) is distinctly acknowledged as a global city region (GCR) due 

to its essential role in shaping both local and worldwide trends, with a focus on commercial dealings, 

cultural interactions, demographic shifts, and infrastructure advancement. Set in Tokyo Bay, the 

Kanto Plain, GTR benefits from its inherent deep-water harbor, rich hydroelectric resources, and a 

comprehensive network of railways and highways. From the 1960s onward, the production zones 

surrounding Tokyo Bay have significantly contributed to Japan’s remarkable economic expansion 

[2]. By 1990, the per capita GDP in the GCR had exceeded $30,000, where nearly 70% of the nation’s 

publicly traded corporations and more than 2,700 overseas businesses have set up branches, affirming 

Tokyo’s role as a major global business center [1]. Consequently, Tokyo has become a hub for 

multinational firms, prominent business conglomerates, and also industries of service, making it the 

economic center of Japan and a key player globally. In addition, Tokyo’s commercial progress has 

led to the growth of numerous higher education institutions, which supply a skilled workforce and 

one-fourth of the nation's workforce to the region [2]. From 1960 to 1990, Tokyo saw its population 

rose from about 16 million to about 30.5 million [1], spurring job growth in Tokyo’s central areas 

and neighboring cities like Yokohama, Kawasaki, and Chiba. Although Tokyo remains the focal point 

of the GTR’s spatial structure, a noticeable tendency of decentralization is occurring, including 

suburban transport areas extending beyond the urban center. The prefectures of Chiba, Kanagawa, 

and Saitama, known for their extensive railway networks, are evolving into new suburban urban 

centers. Thus, the GTR is recognized as a GCR not only due to Tokyo’s dominance in cross-border 

trade and financial operations but also because of its extensive influence on social-cultural 

interactions, demographic shifts, and growth of infrastructure during the era of globalization. 

From a policy standpoint, institutional integration and intergovernmental interactions, involving 

both competition and collaboration, are essential for fostering coordinated development within the 

GTR. Tokyo, as a leading global economic hub, comprised nearly 80% of Japan’s overseas capital in 

2000 [4]. To capitalize on this investment, surrounding cities in the GTR have increasingly engaged 

in international trade and heightened competition. For example, Yokohama established the British 

Industrial Center in its Yokohama Business Park in 1997 [4], effectively drawing British firms and 

offering vital services for them. Despite the development spurred by intergovernmental rivalry, the 

cooperative efforts of governments between GCR have equally advanced regional synergy. For 

instance, the ports within the GCR are functionally specialized: the ports in the Keihin Industrial Zone 

cater primarily to the automotive and machinery sectors, while those in the Keiyo Industrial Zone 

focus on moderate-scale chemical enterprises, each handling different types of cargo transport [5]. 

This cooperation and specialization among ports optimize This cooperation and specialization among 

ports optimize naval freight capabilities of the GTR, enhancing the shared growth of port cities. 

Therefore, both the rivalry and collaboration among governments within the GTR significantly foster 

synchronized regional growth, establishing it as one of the world's most prominent GCRs. 

3. GTR Affected by the Ongoing Changes in Globalization 

3.1. Economic and Industrial Structure 

From the viewpoint of financial factors, the ongoing evolution of globalization requires the GTR 

to adapt the industrial organization and bolster the region’s commercial control to sustain Tokyo’s 

pivotal role within the international economic landscape and enhance regional attractiveness. One 

significant development within the GTR is the ongoing movement of leading companies from the 

primary and secondary sectors to the service industry, with a particular emphasis on financial services. 
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This shift signifies a move from productivity-focused industries to those centered on innovation, 

changing conventional industrial urbans becoming epicenters of learning and creativity. As 

highlighted by Takeuchi, the manufacturing sector’s share in the GTR dropped from 28.6% in 1960 

to 24.8% in 1990, compared to the national average [1]. As depicted in Figure 1, between 2000 and 

2015, there was a steady decrease in the proportion of production and processing workers, with the 

steady growth in the percentage of professionals and technical experts in both regional and urban 

areas [6]. The shift in the industry of manufacture driven major factories to move, particularly to 

regions which have dense rail infrastructure like Kanagawa, Chiba, and Saitama, now developing into 

new suburban centers. This spatial shift has prompted a gradual outward expansion of commercial 

activities out of the core urban regions, extending the reach of the subway network. Concurrently, the 

movement of factories from bustling urban districts has opened up space for the service sector. As a 

result, there has been a growing concentration of multinational headquarters and offices for 

commercial and worldwide organizations around central Tokyo, in areas like Ikebukuro, Shibuya, 

and Shinjuku, which are influenced by the GTR [1]. This concentration has further attracted 

international service firms, solidifying the GTR’s prominence as a major player in the global economy. 

In summary, globalization has reinforced the GTR’s role as a commercial powerhouse, centered 

around the tertiary industry, especially in services of finance, progressively overshadowing 

manufacturing as the leading industry. This shift has significantly affected the spatial economy of the 

Greater Tokyo Delta area, driving demand for office space in central urban locations. 

 

Figure 1. Transformations of Tokyo's Job Structure and Housing Division 

3.2. Socio-Cultural Dynamics 

The swift economic growth and industrial shifts driven by globalization have led to significant 

interregional and international population movements and social activities within the Greater Tokyo 

Region (GTR). Over the 30-year period from 1960 to 1990, the population concentration in the GTR 

saw a remarkable rise [1]. In 1960, the GTR’s population was about 16 million, representing nearly 

17% of the nation’s overall number of inhabitants. This number had surged to about 31 million as of 

1990. The data demographic the transformation triggered a steep rise in the demand for housing 

within the GTR, leading to the expansion of commuter belts from central Tokyo and prompting 

extensive housing developments in adjacent areas, which fueled the ongoing outward spread of the 

GTR’s urban area. As illustrated in Figure 2, neighborhoods with high and upper-middle 

socioeconomic status expanded westward from the city center, spreading into suburban areas along 

railway lines, whereas communities with low and lower-middle socioeconomic status were situated 

on the GTR’s periphery [6]. This pattern reveals that while central Tokyo has remained the focal point 

of geographical concentration, population growth has increasingly spread in a low-density manner 

toward the region's outskirts. 
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Figure 2. Transformations in Tokyo's Job Structure and Housing Segregation 

Additionally, the GTR’s globalization has drawn numerous major international events, 

highlighting the influence of globalization on the region's cultural activities and spatial organization. 

For example, the 2020 Tokyo Olympics facilitated the coordinated development of surrounding areas 

by dispersing event venues across different parts of the region, thereby enhancing the GTR’s global 

profile through international events. Thus, from both social and cultural viewpoints, the ongoing 

globalization of the GTR has steadily shaped elements including global events and the spread of the 

population, leading to a transformation in the region’s spatial structure. 

3.3. Policy Changes 

 

Figure 3. GTR maps of development 

The ongoing impact of globalization has primarily driven spatial changes in the Tokyo 

metropolitan area through adjustments and shifts in urban planning policies enacted by the Tokyo 

government. Analysis of the land reclamation project in Tokyo Bay indicates that the main force 

behind the rearrangement of space of this GCR has been state policies rather than private sector 

initiatives [3]. The development process of the Tokyo Bay land reclamation project can be segmented 

into three key phases based on the Tokyo government's planning policies. Initially, the GTR expanded 

from a “central area” encompassing about over one hundred and twenty hectares (Figure 3, Map 1), 

which housed around 4 thousand leading transnational companies, thus consolidating core functions 

related to global commercial activities in this core zone. Following the 1955 Capital Region 

Development Law, proposals were devised to designate Shibuya, Ikebukuro, and Shinjuku as 3 “sub-

centers” (Figure 3, Map 2). The “Capital Reconstruction Plan,” implemented in 1985, then completed 
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the development of the “new central area” (Figure 3, Map 3), addressing the spatial needs arising 

from the influx of foreign enterprises due to globalization. As globalization continued to influence 

the GTR, population and high-end industries returned to the central zone, whereas new satellite cities 

on the outer ring started to develop towards greater self-sufficiency and hub roles, incorporating 

various urban functions such as residential, industrial, and educational purposes (Figure 3, Map 4). 

Therefore, the Tokyo government’s strategic adaptations in spatial planning in response to 

globalization have been the primary factor shaping the spatial structure of the GTR under 

globalization. 

4. Challenges and the Issue of Development 

Despite the Greater Tokyo Region's (GTR) overall developmental trajectory being shaped by 

globalization across economic, business, community, and regulatory dimensions, the execution of 

this development has led to a variety of problems. Firstly, changes in urban structure have led to 

negative social impacts. Heightened competition for space in the central GTR has worsened issues 

related to housing and community strife, including increasing land and rent prices driven by a 

dynamic office room sector, displacement of residents from central districts, and lengthier commutes 

[7]. Moreover, external factors have disrupted globalization trends. Influences like single-nation trade 

barriers and the pandemic resulted in a withdrawal of foreign investments, population outflows, 

reduced trade volumes, and slowed economic growth in the GTR. Thus, while globalization has 

reshaped the spatial layout of urban areas within the GTR, it has led to various detrimental outcomes, 

and factors that hinder globalization persist. 

The emergence of a unipolar structure in the GTR is closely linked to the nation’s financial 

globalization. The shift from manufacturing to service and financial sectors has significantly elevated 

the contributions and responsibilities of Tokyo within the country [1]. Alongside the centralized 

nature of Japan’s political framework, the service-based business endeavors are predominantly 

concentrated in the capital region, resulting in a significant clustering of people and companies. 

Japan’s Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, and Transport’s “White Paper on Land, Infrastructure, 

Transport and Tourism” indicates that by the mid-1970s, a pronounced trend of population growth 

was observed in the Tokyo Metropolitan Area [7].  

Nevertheless, areas adjacent the high-speed rail network have struggled to keep up with these 

changes and have not shared in the capital region’s prosperity and growth. This disparity has 

exacerbated population and economic decline in peripheral regions. As younger labor forces migrated 

outward, the regions encountered significant aging of their populations and a downturn in industrial 

activities, making them heavily dependent on Tokyo’s ongoing development. In addition, these 

changes surpassed government planning and expectations, resulting in uncontrolled urban sprawl, 

inadequate infrastructure, and worsening metropolitan transportation congestion. As a result, 

financial disparity, diminished demographic vitality, and roadway gridlock emerged as significant 

issues associated with Tokyo’s unipolarity. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this paper demonstrated how GTR exemplifies the characteristics of a GCR, 

highlighting its significant role in global economic, trade, and cultural networks. The strategic, 

collaborative development observed within the GTR underscores the intricate dynamics of regional 

integration and the synergistic benefits derived from such inter-regional cooperation. The analysis of 

GTR’s commercial transformations, social and community shifts, and regulatory adaptations shed 

light on the multifaceted impacts of globalization on global city regions. These processes shaped 

GTR’s spatial structure and regional vitality, revealing both the opportunities and challenges brought 

about by globalization. Despite the substantial advantages, the paper also identified critical issues, 

such as economic imbalances, population migration patterns, and infrastructure strains, exacerbated 
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by global disruptions like protectionism and the pandemic. Addressing these challenges is crucial for 

sustaining the GTR’s role as a leading global city and for ensuring balanced and resilient urban 

development in the face of ongoing global changes. 
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