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Abstract: Both Dubai and Shenzhen are emerging cities that have risen rapidly in recent years. 

They are all immigrant cities with young people as the mainstay. In 2017, Dubai's foreign 

population exceeded 90%, Shenzhen also exceeded 65%, and the 15-44 year old population 

accounted for more than 76%. Compared with those in 2000, the annual GDP growth rates of 

Dubai and Shenzhen reached 110.1% and 58% respectively, all of which created a miracle of 

world urban development in a short period. The prosperity of oil created Dubai, and HongKong 

promoted the development of Shenzhen. Their common characteristics are based on the 

opportunities of regional development, combined with the actual situation of cities, timely 

adjusting the development strategy and economic structure at different stages of development, 

and establishing similar urban development goals and models. By summarizing the development 

background, the similarities and differences between the two cities, this paper selects some 

prominent indicators after 1980 and especially after 2000, and discusses the changes and causes 

of urban population, urban economy and industrial structure, and we hope it can be used for 

reference in urban construction in developing countries.  
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1. Introduction 

Dubai is one of the fastest growing cities in the world in recent years. The discovery of offshore 

oil in the late 1960s laid the foundation for the rapid economic development of modern Dubai.  

Dubai is a pioneer in the rapid development of the Gulf region. In 1980, the total resident 

population of Dubai was 276,300; in 2017, it reached 2.976 million, with a GDP of about US 

$111.797 billion and per capita GDP of US $ 37560. Over the past 30 years, Dubai has rapidly 

transformed from a negligible town in the Arabian Gulf to a modern cosmopolitan metropolis of 

the 21st century, completing the transition from the pre-industrialization to industrialization to 

post-industrialization that most Western cities need to go through about two centuries [1], and 

became the economic and financial center and the largest free trade port in the Middle East. 

Compared with the long-term development process characterized by most western cities, its rapid 

development has made Bagaeen describe the urbanization experienced by Dubai as 

“instantaneous” urbanization [2], while Elsheshtawy [3] (2010) directly introduces the term 

“Dubaization” to refer to the phenomenon of the Gulf and other cities in the world (such as Abu 

Dhabi, Doha, Cairo, Istanbul, etc.), which trying to emulate and even hope to surpass the Dubai 

model.  Dubai's development philosophy is bigger, better and stronger than other parts of the 

world, characterized by economic liberalization and “large-scale”, including “large-scale projects 

and spectacular large-scale buildings”, huge capital, large enterprises, etc. [4]. The rapid 

development of a diversified economy has made up for the problem of insufficient oil reserves in 

Dubai, creating a “Dubai model” [5] with the diversified economic structure including tourism, 

finance and real estate as the dominant industries via loans and financing.  In the 2014 World 

Economic Fastest Cities Ranking released by the Brookings Institution, Dubai rose from the 18th 

in 2013 to the 5th [6]. 

China's Shenzhen City has also achieved tremendous growth in almost the same period.  China 

has implemented the reform and opening up policy since Dec. 1978. It has been almost 40 years 
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since then. The rapid development of China's economy has attracted worldwide attention. It can 

be said that it is a miracle in the history of the world. Compared with other cities in China, the 

rapid economic development in Shenzhen is the top of the pyramid of this miracle.  Before the 

1980s, Shenzhen was only a poor and backward border town in China with fishing and retailing 

for a living, and its industrial development was quite fragile. In 1979, when Shenzhen was 

established, the GDP was less than US $ 39 million. In August 1980, China's first special 

economic zone, the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone, was established and became the first pilot 

area for China's reform, opening up, and modernization.  In March 1981, it was upgraded to a 

sub-provincial city. In November 1988, the State Council of China approved Shenzhen to 

implement a separate list in the national plan and gave it the equivalent economic management 

authority at the provincial level [7]. On July 1, 2010, the scope of the Shenzhen Special Economic 

Zone was expanded to the whole city of Shenzhen.  Since the reform and development in the 

1980s, Shenzhen has undergone tremendous changes, from a small fishing village with a 

population of just over 300,000 people and two or three small streets to a "miracle city" with tens 

of millions of people, economic prosperity and complete functions, creating a rare miracle in the 

industrialization, urbanization, and modernization of the world.  The evolution of Shenzhen is 

an important historical witness of China's reform and opening up. The created “Shenzhen’ Speed” 

and “Shenzhen’ Quality” have become a symbol of the rapid development of the era. Shenzhen 

was a negligible young city on the economic map 40 years ago. There is neither unique natural 

resource nor productive land, and its rise is unprecedented. In 2017, Shenzhen's GDP reached US 

$ 343. 37 billion, second only to Beijing and Shanghai, ranking third in China. Compared with 

1979, it increased by 11,000 times. Its growth rate maintains the highest level of urban 

development in China and is also the model of the world economic growth. 

Dubai and Shenzhen are both emerging regional economic centers that are experiencing rapid 

growth in developing countries.  The development background, foundation and development 

dynamics of these two cities are different, and the development goals, scale, and development 

model are also different. Although they have completely different political systems and cultural 
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traditions, they have made rapid progress almost at the same time, and created a world-class 

miracle. Dubai is the pride of the Arabs and carries some missions of the entire Islamic world. 

Shenzhen is “the window and test ground for reform and opening up” [8], the youngest and most 

dynamic open city in China, representing the hope of China. These two cities have many 

similarities, but the differences are also obvious, each having its own characteristics. The 

respective development models are typical cases that can be used for reference by rapid 

urbanization. Their comparison will have important significance for the study of world urban 

development. Because the statistical methods and statistical content of the relevant departments 

of both cities are quite different, it is often difficult to make direct and accurate comparisons, but 

it is worth some degree of comparison to improve the understanding on urban development. 

2. Related research 

Dubai's leading urbanization brand and efforts to maintain the image of globalization have been 

widely favored by economists, urban planners, financiers and other scholars from all walks of life 

around the world. The academic community has rich research on Dubai, including the history of 

Dubai [9], Dubai Diversification Development [10]-[11], Dubai Model [12]-[13], Real Estate [14]-[15] and 

the reflection on so-called Dubai model after the Dubai crisis[16]-[19] et al. The introduction and 

application of the new city concept, as well as the various iconic luxury buildings being built to 

increase the city's character and attractiveness, play an active role in Dubai's industrial 

transformation, the development of a diversified economy, and the creation of leisure tourism and 

business cities[5]. 

Tourism is a bright spot in Dubai's development. Due to political, religious and geographical 

differences, the Middle East is not a popular tourist destination for tourists. Joan C. Henderson[20] 

described in detail how the Dubai government continued to develop international tourism as a 

core part of economic diversification in these adverse circumstances, investing heavily in 

high-end facilities to overcome unfavorable factors such as hot climate and desert, and 

transferring the disadvantages into new selling points and enriching new tourism content. 
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Balankrishnan[21] focused on brand management during Dubai's tourism development process. 

Sangeeta Peter et al. [22] studied the purpose of visitors to Dubai during the Dubai Shopping 

Festival and found that the visitors from different countries have different motivations due to 

cultural differences: “Shopping Festival” is more attractive to Japanese; South Africans tend to be 

business; British tourists are interested in cultural differences; Europeans are more concerned 

about "security."  The research helps market organizers understand the purpose of visitors in 

order to develop products to meet specific needs. 

Ahmed K. Nassar et al. [23] used time series of remote sensing data to study the temporal and 

spatial variations of land cover and coastline in Dubai during the period 1972-2011, and used 

mixed classification and landscape indices to quantify the spatial evolution of Dubai.  

Significant changes in the coastline occurred after 2000, mainly for reclamation projects in the 

Arabian Gulf offshore for the construction of artificial islands such as the Jumairah Palm Island.  

Dubai's reclamation project is dominated by landscape ecological needs [24], and its purpose is 

mainly for the pro-sea landscape and tourism and entertainment, to cater to the characteristics of 

Dubai's tourism development. Zahra Moussavi et al. [25] believe that the construction of these 

artificial islands has threatened the environmental security of the Persian Gulf and has had 

adverse environmental consequences for other coastal countries. At the same time, Palm Island 

will also change natural ocean currents, which may erode natural beaches and change the local 

marine environment.  In recent years, environmental protection and sustainable development 

have become issues that cannot be ignored.  Khaled Alawadi [26] examined the sustainability and 

challenges of Dubai's urban development and identified five parameters that could help Dubai 

create a community that integrates environmental, social and environmental sustainability 

through a collection of expert panel recommendations: compact compactness, connectivity, 

diversity, culturally relevant urbanization, and climate-sensitive urbanization. The pursuit of low 

carbon and low energy consumption has also paid more attention to Dubai's “ecological 

architecture” [27]-[28]. 

There are also some studies on the development of Dubai and other cities. Guilherme Lohmann et 
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al. [29] analyzed the inter-relationship among Singapore and Dubai's aircrafts, airport, government, 

and tourism bureaus, and analyzed how Singapore and Dubai, as transportation hubs, use 

integrated management strategies to ease the pressure of air transport hubs to develop 

international tourist destinations. Tong fei [30] compared the modernization process of Dubai and 

Hong Kong. Since both cities have experienced long-term British colonial rule, their development 

has many similarities, and deep analysis were carried on the fields such as strategic location, 

historical evolution, and modernization process. Family-run management and chieftain's vision 

play a leading role in Dubai's urban development, and Hong Kong's development is inextricably 

linked to mainland China's support. Dong-Sung Cho et al. [31] used South Korea and Dubai as 

examples to emphasize the strengthening of national competitiveness through the cooperation 

between countries; Li Jing et al. [32] compared the development and successful operation of 

Dubai's Jebel Ali Free Zone and Shanghai Free Zone. Xin Zhao et al. [33] discussed the 

development potential of Istanbul as an international financial center by comparing Dubai, 

Shanghai, and Istanbul. 

3. City status 

The influence of Dubai and Shenzhen on the world determines the status of the city and can be 

reflected in the global world city rankings. The current world-class city roster of GaWC 

(Globalization and World Cities Study Group and Network) is the most authoritative ranking of 

the four-tier cities [34]. GaWC is based on the city's international influence, population, 

international airport, transportation system, foreign investment, immigration, and international 

cultural communities, headquarters of large companies or institutions, etc. It divides 361 major 

cities in the world into four major grades - Alpha (first-tier), Beta (second-tier), Gamma 

(third-tier), and Sufficiency (also known as fourth-tier). The sub-level within each ranking is 

marked with a plus or minus sign. [34] 

According to GaWC's ranking of global cities in 2018 (see Table 1), there are only two α++ cities, 

namely London and New York; there are 7 α+ cities, and Dubai belongs to one of them. There are 
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19 and 20 cities in α and α- cities respectively; 24 in β+ cities and 19 in β cities, while Shenzhen 

belongs to β cities, indicating that Dubai’s international influence and comprehensive strength are 

higher than Shenzhen. Table 2 lists the changes in the rankings of Dubai and Shenzhen in global 

cities during the period 2000-2018. In 2000, the starting point between Dubai and Shenzhen was 

also very big, with Dubai belonging to β cities (second-tier) and Shenzhen being a self-sufficient 

fourth-tier city. It is conceivable that in the early days of China’s reform and opening up in the 

1980s, the development basis of Shenzhen is much worse than that of Dubai. Both cities 

developed rapidly after 2008: Dubai promoted from β+ to α+ from 2008 to 2010 and remained α+ 

from 2010 until 2018; Shenzhen also maintained rapid development, promoted to γ (third-tier) in 

2008, to β- in 2010 and to β in 2016. The ranking change in Shenzhen is similar to that of Abu 

Dhabi and Doha, but it is still lower than the provincial capital, Guangzhou city. 

 

Table 1 GaWC: Global Partial City Rankings for 2018 [34] 
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Table 2 GaWC: Changes in global city rankings from 2000 to 2018 [34] 

 

City 2000 2004 2008 2010 2012 2016 2018 

Dubai β β β+ α+ α+ α+ α+ 

Shenzhen Sufficiency Sufficiency γ β- β- β β 

Abu Dhabi γ- γ --- β- β- β β 

Guangzhou γ- γ- β- β β+ α- α- 

Doha Sufficiency Sufficiency γ- γ+ β β β 

 

4. Development background and motivation 

Located in the eastern part of the Arabian Peninsula and on the southern shore of the Persian Gulf, 

Dubai Emirate is the second largest emirate of the United Arab Emirates (seven countries).  The 

United Kingdom gradually controlled the entire Gulf region since the 19th century. It was only 

150 years after the independence of the United Arab Emirates in December 1971. Therefore, the 

British colonial rule had a significant influence on its modernization and development, and it also 

established basic political structure for the establishment of the UAE. The Maxim family has 

ruled Dubai since 1833, and implements a family hereditary constitutional monarchy. In the 

1960s, oil became the main economic part of Dubai city. In the 1980s, Dubai's oil revenue 

accounted for more than two-thirds of its total income.  “Petroleum US Dollar” has laid a solid 

economic foundation for Dubai's transition to a modern city. The city's infrastructure and 

dimension are expanding, including the construction of Rashid Port, Dry Dock, Aluminum 

Smelter, Jebel Ali Port, Petroleum Economy and its affiliated industries. A large number of 

migrants have merged into the city, and Dubai has quickly become a regional metropolis [35]. 

However, the limited oil reserves have made Dubai Chief Rashid to be vigilant in peace time, 

with early recognition of the need for Dubai's economic transformation, and finally established an 

industry transformation strategy based on tourism, business and finance. In the 1990s, Chief 

Maktoum set a development strategy for Dubai for the next 30 years. The overall goal is to 

transform tourism into a pillar industry to drive the diversification of the entire regional economic 
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structure and to develop Dubai into an international business and service center, in the meantime, 

a world-class tourist city and residential place [36]. 

Dubai is deeply affected by the wave of globalization and is the beneficiary of economic 

globalization. Unlike cities in the United States and Western Europe, Dubai adopts a mixed 

model of state-controlled and economic liberalization. Most of its urban development is 

determined by the planning vision of the ruling family to seek to attract foreign investment and 

reduce restrictions on free enterprise [1]. Such state-led approach ensures the provision of the 

required infrastructure and services.  

Dubai is a successful model for economic transformation. Many Western investors prefer Dubai 

to establish their headquarters in the Gulf region, rather than choosing similar and affluent 

countries such as Qatar, Bahrain and Oman, mainly result from three driving forces [37]: (1) Fast 

Speed. Dubai has astonished its western partners in the speed from project concept to 

implementation. Once one requirement is needed to invest in the Free Zone, development must 

begin within 24 months. (2) Cultural and religious diversity, especially pro-Western culture has 

been very attractive for foreign investors. Dubai is known for its openness to Western culture, full 

of night clubs, world-class restaurants, and open to alcohol consumption. Local residents and 

expatriates live and work together to create a harmonious environment for Western expatriates, 

while other countries around lack such multicultural platform. The official language of Dubai is 

Arabic, and English and Hindi are also widely used. Although Islam is the official religion, Dubai 

is also open and respectful of other religions. Foreigners are free to attend their religious activity, 

which is another factor different from other countries in the region. There are a number of 

interdenominational churches in Dubai, including United Church of Dubai, St. Mary's Roman 

Catholic Church and a collection of Christian Churches. (3) Improving governmental 

transparency. Gulf countries are notorious for their lack of transparency in government finances 

as well as the royal family’s intervention in government actions, and Dubai is trying to change it. 

First, the Executive Committee was created as a legitimate forum for governance to improve 

financial accountability among government departments. In addition, free zone governances have 
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also been incredibly thorough in order to maintain the credibility among large multinational 

companies, even the Royal government cannot interfere. The policy on investment promotion is 

extremely loose, no foreign exchange control, and the currency is freely exchanged. 

The development of Shenzhen is greatly affected by Hong Kong. The Chinese government first 

chose Shenzhen as a pilot to establish an exclusive economic zone, which also took into account 

the effect of Hong Kong. Shenzhen Special Economic Zone is established under the condition 

that China's planned system has not been reformed. It implements a special market economic 

system. The purpose is to create a "testing ground" and "window" for China's reform and opening 

up, creating an unprecedented path, whether it is Theories, policies, and ideas are all blank. 

Therefore, Shenzhen cannot learn from the original system in the mainland and needs to go 

through the process of continuous exploration and practice. The success of the Shenzhen Special 

Economic Zone has determined whether China's reform and opening up will work. Therefore, the 

Shenzhen Special Economic Zone has no retreat since its birth, and can only go forward. The 

driving force of Shenzhen's early development comes from the bold decision of the policy 

advantages given by the state, allowing Shenzhen to carry out reforms in the wage system, 

infrastructure system, price system, labor and employment system, cadre and personnel system, 

plan management system and government agencies [8]. The mature experience of Hong Kong's 

market economy has provided an excellent reference for Shenzhen's reform and opening up and 

played an invaluable role in achieving Shenzhen's export-oriented economy. 

Shenzhen is China's earliest and largest special economic zone. Its rapid urbanization is 

determined by the combination of national policies and market economy. Since the “Sixth 

Five-Year” development plan started in 1980, Shenzhen has proposed urban development 

planning every five years to position urban development goals. The strategic goal of the 11th 

Five-Year Plan (2006-2010) is to build an international high-tech city, an international logistics 

hub city, an international financial trade and convention center, an international cultural 

information exchange center, and other important influences in the Asia-Pacific region by 2020. 

In an international tourism city, Shenzhen will be built into an important regional international 
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city in about 15 years; in the “Twelfth Five-Year Plan”, the “regional international city” will be 

adjusted into a “modern international advanced city” [38]. Through the continuous upgrading of 

the industry, Shenzhen has changed its vitality. In the ten years since the establishment of the 

special economic zone, Shenzhen relied on “three to one supplement” to quickly realize the 

regional industrialization process. However, this stage of industrial development lacks scientific 

and rational planning and does not have the capability of independent innovation; during the 

period 1992-2005, Shenzhen Fully leading the industrial transformation and development, the 

high-tech market plays an important role. It is the first in the country to establish a regional 

strategic innovation system that is closely oriented with market-oriented and industrialization. At 

this stage, there are also some development drawbacks such as low-end industrial chains and lack 

of cultural heritage.  After 2005, Shenzhen constantly adjusted its industrial structure, realized 

the transformation from dependence on foreign investment to independent innovation and 

research and development, and established four pillar industries of the high-tech industry, finance, 

logistics, and culture, and became a model for domestic urban development. From processing in 

Shenzhen to manufacturing in Shenzhen and then in Shenzhen, starting from the lowest-end 

“Three Import and Compensation” in the manufacturing industry, the Shenzhen economy has 

gone through a labor-intensive manufacturing process and finally entered the product design at 

the top of the value chain. The field of technology research and development has created a 

miracle in Shenzhen. Under the dual background of facing cost advantages and lack of policy 

advantages, Shenzhen's development model relies on the location advantages of neighboring 

HongKong and the pioneering test of reform and opening up. Under the dual roles of government 

guidance and market-driven, it has realized from relying on foreign investment to independent 

innovation. The transformation of research and development, vigorously develop the private 

economy and science and technology finance industry, establish a development model of the 

group-based structure, and explore a system of independent innovation [39]. 

The development basis of Dubai and Shenzhen is quite different. Starting from oil trade, Dubai 

has strong capital and considerable trade, tourism and financial industry assistance, which is very 
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conducive to the construction of a large number of infrastructure since the 1980s. Dubai and 

Shenzhen are both parts of a sovereign state, but Dubai itself belongs to the Arab countries of the 

Gulf region. It can obtain rich funds from oil-rich Arab countries and thus has a unique advantage 

in attracting foreign investment. This is not comparable to other cities. Most of the investment 

into Dubai also comes from these countries. Therefore, the development of Dubai is positioned at 

high-end luxury. Shenzhen is a city that starts from scratch, and the Chinese government is “Only 

policy, No money” for the construction of the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone [8]. For China, 

which has long implemented the planned economic system, it is unclear whether the economic 

system reform and the implementation of the market economy will work. Therefore, the 

development path of Shenzhen is quite tough. Shenzhen started from the development of trade 

processing. The IT processing industry with Hongkong capital and Taiwanese capital as the main 

body is highly developed, and the city relies heavily on the processing economy. 

5. Urban population 

5.1 The cities with unique demographic structure and dominated by immigrants and young 

people. 

Changes in urban population and urban structure are direct manifestations of urban development. 

Since the statistics of urban population in Dubai and Shenzhen are different, the annual statistical 

parameters are also different. In addition, Shenzhen has a credit entry policy, non-registered 

population could be transferred into registered population when the required credits are reached, 

while Dubai usually does not accept foreign immigrants as Emiratis of Dubai. Table 3 shows the 

changes in the population of Dubai and Shenzhen during the period 1980-2017. Table 4 lists the 

percentage (%) of the employed population (≥15 years old) by nationality and age group in Dubai 

in 2011. 

 

Table 3 Year-end permanent population in Dubai and Shenzhen (×10000 persons) 
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Year Dubai Shenzhen 

Total 

population 

Emiratis Non-Emiratis Proportion of 

Non-Emiratis 

Total 

population 

Registered 

population 

Non 

registered 

population 

Proportion of 

non-registered 

population 

1980 27.63 - - - 33.29 32.09 1.2 3.6% 

2000 86.24 - - - 701.24 124.92 576.32 82.2% 

2010 190.55 - - - 1037.2 251.03 786.17 75.8% 

2014 232.74 21.2 211.54 90.9% 1077.89 332.21 745.68 69.2% 

2015 244.67 22.29 222.38 90.9% 1137.87 354.99 782.88 68.8% 

2016 269.86 23.34 246.52 91.4% 1190.84 384.52 806.32 67.7% 

2017 297.65 24.52 273.13 91.8% 1252.83 434.72 818.11 65.3% 

 

Table 4 Percentage (%) of Dubai's employed population (≥15 years) by nationality and age group 

(2011) 

Nationality  Age Groups Total 

15-19 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-64 ≥65 

Emiratis of Dubai  0.014 1.55 1.3 0.79 0.235 0.05 0.03 3.98 

Non-Emiratis  0.173 33 37.01 18.69 6.06 0.88 0.18 96.0 

Total  0.187 34.55 38.31 19.48 6.295 0.93 0.21 100 

 

It can be seen from Tables 3 and 4 that during the 37 years, the population structure of the two 

cities have changed a lot: (1) the total population of the two cities has changed greatly, and the 

population of Shenzhen is much higher than that of Dubai. In 1980, the population of both cities 

was about 300,000. The population growth rate in Shenzhen is very alarming, and the population 

reached 7,012,400 after 20 years. In 2017, it reached 12,528,300. Compared with 1980, the 

annual population growth rate was 94%. The resident population in Dubai is not so much, but in 

2017, there were also 2,976,500, and the annual growth rate was 26.4% from 1980 to 2017. (2) 

The number of migrants in two cities accounts for a large proportion, and the number of migrants 

has increased rapidly. It is evident that both cities belong to the typical immigrant cities. The 
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number of migrants in Shenzhen increased rapidly after 1990, surpassing the local population. In 

2017, the non-registered population reached 8.181 million, accounting for 65.3% of the total 

population of Shenzhen. The situation in Dubai is even more apparent. The data from 2014 to 

2017 in Table 3 shows that the proportion of migrants in Dubai is over 90%, and non-Emiratis 

population is much higher than Emiratis population in all age groups from Table 4. 

In Dubai's migrant population (Figure 1), the main population comes from South Asia, including 

India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, etc., accounting for 58% of Dubai's total population; Asia's 

population accounts for 17%, including Philippine, China, South Korea, Malaysia, the United 

Arab Emirates 11%; Western countries such as the United Kingdom, South Africa, the United 

States, Canada, France, Australia, etc., accounting for 8.5% of the total population [40]. 

 

Figure 1 Composition of migrant population in Dubai [40] 

 

Table 5 shows the changes in the permanent population and the male/female ratio M/F in Dubai 

and Shenzhen during the period 2000-2017. The percentage of the population of Dubai for all 

ages between 1993 and 2017 is shown in Table 6. It can be seen that the demographic structure of 

Dubai presents two characteristics: (1) Gender imbalance are quite serious, and men are far more 

than women: in 2000, Male is 611799, female is 250588, and M/F is 2.44; in 2005 M/F is 2.98; in 

2017 M/F is 2.35. (2) Young adults (15-49 years old) account for the majority (70-80%), and 
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mainly male. since the 1970s until after 2000, Dubai has been planning, developing and 

implementing a series of large-scale projects such as airports, roads, port facilities and hotels, 

there is an urgent need for a large amount of cheap labors. However, Dubai’s population is 

extremely limited, and it is necessary to import a large amount of labor resources from abroad to 

engage in the construction in Dubai. Therefore, a large number of foreign young male laborers 

constitute the main body, which constitutes a unique demographic structure in Dubai. This special 

demographic structure of Dubai has also caused many social problems. These foreign workers not 

only have poor living conditions, but also the safety of working conditions are very worrying, and 

they lack personal freedom. In contrast, Shenzhen's demographic structure is relatively 

reasonable. Although the total population is increasing at a faster rate, the proportion of men and 

women is relatively balanced, and M/F remains basically 1. Although the age data of Shenzhen 

employees have not been obtained, it can be speculated that since Shenzhen is mainly based on 

processing industry rather than construction and real estate, the ratio of male to female is 

relatively more coordinated. At the same time, Shenzhen is also a city full of young people, and is 

far more attractive than other cities in China. According to China's "2018 National Urban Youth 

Index", Shenzhen has been the "youngest first-tier city" for three consecutive years [41]. The 

average age of permanent residents in Shenzhen in 2017 is 32.5 years old, of which about 76% 

are young adults aged 15 to 44 [41]. The increase and rejuvenation of the population have brought 

Shenzhen the potentiality and creativity unmatched by other cities. 

 

Table 5 Permanent population in Dubai and Shenzhen (×1000 persons) 

Year Dubai Shenzhen 

Total Male Female Ratio of 

M/F 

Total Male Female Ratio 

of M/F 

2000 862.387 611.799 250.588 2.44 7012.4 3660.4 3352 1.09 

2005 1321.453 989.305 332.148 2.98 - - - - 
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2010 1905.48 1485.05 420.43 3.53 10372 5504.8 4867.2 1.13 

2014 2327.35 1613.18 714.17 2.26 10778.9 5586.7 5192.2 1.08 

2015 2446.68 1703.36 743.32 2.29 11378.7 5863.1 5515.6 1.06 

2016 2698.60 1888.52 810.08 2.33 11908.4 6090.9 5817.5 1.05 

2017 2976.45 2088.87 887.59 2.35 12528.3 - - - 

 

Table 6 Percentage of Dubai Population by Age Group (%) (1993-2017) 

  Age groups 

Year 

<15  15-19  20-29  30-39  40-49  50-59  60-64  ≥65  

1993  25.9  5.3  20.9  27.2  15.1  4.2  0.7  0.8  

2000  17.7  4.9  24.1  30.8  16.7  4.7  0.6  0.7  

2005  12.1  3.3  29.6  34.3  14.8  4.8  0.6  0.6  

2010  11.6  3.2  29.7  34.6  14.9  4.8  0.6  0.6  

2014  15.6  3.5  24.2  30.8  17.3  6.3  1.2  1.2  

2016 15.4 3.4 24.2 30.9 17.3 6.3 1.3 1.2 

2017 14.8 3.4 24.4 31.2 17.5 6.3 1.3 1.2 

 

5.2 Demographic characteristics determine the multiculturalism of the cities 

Both Dubai and Shenzhen are open, inclusive and multicultural cities. 

Dubai is the most “immigrant” city in the world. Residents come from different ethnic groups, 

have different cultural backgrounds and religious beliefs. The proportion of immigrants exceeds 

80%, mainly from Bangladesh, India and Pakistan in Asia, Europe and the United States. 

Immigrant cities inject the diversity of cultural development [39]. Dubai is Islamic state, and there 

are various mosques everywhere. Dubai is a busy city with a large population of cultural 

backgrounds and religious beliefs, and in which there are many other churches. Dubai is 
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open-minded to immigrants and tolerant to foreigners. The loose social environment in Dubai is 

in sharp contrast to surrounding strictly Islamic countries. A city with free lifestyles will 

inevitably capture the market opportunities. Dubai's hotel culture and tourism culture are 

world-famous. Dubai's loose land policy allows foreign citizens to purchase real estate and 

promotes the construction of various cultural infrastructures, making Dubai an important 

convention and exhibition and cultural destination in the Middle East. The Burj Al Arab Hotel is 

the pride of Dubai. This hotel is built on an artificial island and is the only seven-star hotel in the 

world. The Burj Khalifa, completed in 2009, is 828 meters high and is the pinnacle of global 

office buildings. Dubai also has other special events not found in other Islamic countries such as 

Dubai Shopping Festival, Dubai Film Festival and Art Fair etc. [39]. 

Shenzhen is the most typical immigrant city in China. It has citizens and foreigners from 56 

ethnic groups in China and abroad. The proportion of migrants (referring to as non-resident 

population) accounts for more than 70% of the total population in Shenzhen. The original 

inhabitant in Shenzhen is a single Han nationality. Since the reform and opening up, there were 

55 ethnic minorities in Shenzhen by 2002. It is the second largest city in China after Beijing 

where gathering 56 ethnic groups [7]. In 2014, the minority population of Shenzhen was 1.09 

million, the largest ethnic minority population in China. In 2003, Shenzhen established a 

development strategy of “cultural establishment” and vigorously developed cultural and creative 

industries. In 2013, the added value of Shenzhen's cultural and creative industries reached 135.7 

billion yuan, accounting for 9.3% of the city's GDP [42]. The immigrants have brought a variety of 

cultures, and multiculturalism is formed by mixing immigrant cultures with the original Lingnan 

culture.  

6. Urban economy and industrial structure 

6.1 The economic development of both cities has created a miracle of the world 

The authors first chose GDP and per capita GDP as main economic indicators. For the division of 
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industrial structure, the two cities are quite different. Shenzhen is generally classified as primary, 

secondary and tertiary industries, while Dubai is directly subdivided into various sectors such as 

manufacturing, construction, trade and repair services, transportation, warehousing and 

communications, real estate and commerce, finance etc. There are also differences in the industry 

segments between the two cities. Many indicators are difficult to make direct and accurate 

comparisons, especially the percentage of GDP by sectors. 

Table 7 shows the GDP and per capita GDP of Dubai and Shenzhen during the period of 

1980-2017 and the proportion of the three industries in Shenzhen. It can be seen from Table 7 that: 

(1) GDP and per capita GDP of the two cities have increased rapidly. (2) Shenzhen's GDP is 

about twice as high as that of Dubai, but Shenzhen's permanent population is much higher than 

Dubai's, so the per capita GDP is lower than Dubai. In 2017, Dubai's GDP was about US 

$ 111.797 billion, and the per capita GDP was US $ 37560. Compared with 2000, the annual 

growth rate reached 110.1% and 179.2% respectively. Shenzhen's GDP was US $ 343.373 billion, 

and the per capita GDP was US $ 27408. The annual growth rate is 58% and 28.1%, respectively, 

which are much higher than those in western cities. Shenzhen's economy is equivalent to that of a 

medium-sized province in China. In 2017, Shenzhen's GDP surpassed Guangzhou and Hongkong 

for the first time, ranking third in Chinese cities, while per capita GDP ranked first in Chinese 

cities.  (3) The proportion of three industries in Shenzhen has also changed significantly. In 1980, 

the proportion of agriculture was high (28.9%), and the proportion of primary, secondary and 

tertiary industries was 28.9:26:45.1. By 1990, the proportion of agriculture was significantly 

reduced, and the proportion of secondary and tertiary industries increased. After 2008, the 

proportion of Shenzhen's tertiary industry in GDP began to exceed 50%, and reached 60% in 

2016, showing the tertiary industry as the dominant industry, and the primary industry is 

negligible. (4) After the “Dubai crisis” triggered by the international financial crisis in 2008, 

Dubai’s construction and real estate industry declined, and GDP fell from US $ 79.978 billion in 

2008 to US $ 763.93 billion in 2009, while GDP and per capita GDP in Shenzhen still maintain 

an increasing trend, which to some extent indicates that Dubai's industrial structure is more 
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vulnerable than that of Shenzhen and is more susceptible to the international environment. After 

2010, Dubai timely adjusted its economic development strategy so as to control the overheated 

growth of real estate industry by means of a series of policies and financial means, meanwhile, 

vigorously promoted economic diversification, which brought about quick economic recovery of 

Dubai. Dubai's GDP in 2010 return to the same level as that in 2008, and after that it has basically 

increased year by year. 

 

Table 7 GDP and per capita GDP in Dubai and Shenzhen（1980-2017） 

Year Dubai Shenzhen 

GDP (million 

US $) 

per capita GDP 

(US $) 

GDP (million US  

$) 

per capita GDP 

(US $) 

Ratio of 

 industries 

1980  - - 39.05  121  28.9：26：45.1  

1990  - - 2481.6  1261.1  4.1：44.8：51.1  

1995  1122 1627.5 12179  2826.1  1.5：50.1：48.4  

2000  5671  9281  31622  4741.5  0.7：49.7：49.6  

2005  38172  38585  71570  8789.3  0.2：53.4：46.4  

2008  79978  63317 112565  12060.7  0.1：48.9：51.0  

2009  76393 55772 118557  12164.2  0.1：46.7：53.2  

2010  79087  41504  138509  13631.3  0.1：47.2：52.7  

2015  99569 40696 252978  24028 0：41.2：58.8  

2017 111797 37560 343372.9 27408 0：41.3：58.6 

6.2 Both cities take the tertiary industry such as trade, transportation and finance as the leading 

industry 

Table 8 shows the percentage of GDP by sectors in Dubai and Shenzhen during the period 

2000-2016. Wholesale and retail trade services are the most contributors and also the traditionally 

advantageous industries in Dubai, while construction and real estate industries are booming after 
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2000, all the same, it is also difficult to shake up its prime economic status. Other sectors such as 

finance, transportation, warehousing and postal services have remained stable, except that the 

proportion of manufacturing decreases. The prominent industry of Shenzhen is manufacturing, 

which accounts for a much higher proportion than other industries. In tertiary industry in 

Shenzhen, finance, wholesale and retail industries are main contributors.  

Before 2008, real estate and construction industries in Dubai contributed a lot to urban economy, 

and the largest contribution ratio was more than 30% in 2008, which is in line with Dubai 

government's considerable efforts to build various so-called "top of the world". Dubai's 1960 

master plan laid the foundation for urban road networks and municipal service systems, but did 

not foresee the subsequent explosive growth of the economy. In 1990, Dubai government issued 

“Dubai Urban Area Structure Plan 1993-2012”[1] to guide the economic and geographic 

development of the city into the 21st century. The plan is considered to be the strategic basis for 

the growth and development of Dubai's urban areas, with the aim of providing a reasonable land 

allocation for urban expansion to meet current and future needs, ending uncontrolled urban 

growth and promoting compact development. Dubai vigorously develop urban infrastructure and 

high-end tourism using its international trading market, the tallest office building, the most 

luxurious hotel, the latest rotating building and the most creative world island plan, have become 

the symbols of Dubai. In February 2007, the Dubai chiefs announced the "Dubai 2015 strategic 

planning" [43] with the goal of an economic growth rate of 11%. In 2009 both construction 

industry and real estate industry in Dubai were heavily hit by the international financial crisis, 

which cause the government to adjust “Dubai 2015 strategic planning”, and focused on the 

development of traditional industries such as trade, transportation and tourism etc. 

It can be seen from table 8 that Shenzhen’s manufacturing industry has occupied the highest share 

of GDP, even more than 50% in 2005. Shenzhen subsequently adjust its development strategy and 

develop modern service industry, which resulting in the significant decrease in the manufacturing 

sector, and the increase in the finance and trade industries. As important international gateway in 

China, Shenzhen is one of the most economically active cities in the world, business is equally 
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well developed, and both import and export trade rank first in Chinese cities, foreign trade export 

accounts for 1/7, and for 23 consecutive years Shenzhen ranks first in Chinese mainland cities [7]. 

According to the statistics in 2016 in table 8, wholesale and retail trade and repair services 

industry is still the largest industry in Dubai, which accounts for about 25.4% of GDP; 

transportation, storage and communications industry accounts for about 16.3%; financial industry 

accounts for 11%; real estate industry 6.5%; hotel and catering industry 4.5%. In contrast, 

manufacturing sector accounts for 9.2%, and construction 6.6%. That is to say, the service 

industry in Dubai is in an absolutely dominant position, achieving close to 80% of the whole GDP. 

In the same year, manufacturing industry was the largest industry in Shenzhen’s economy, 

accounting for about 37.3% of GDP; the second is financial sector (14.4%); wholesale and retail 

trade, and real estate accounting for 11.2% and 9.1% respectively; transportation and 

warehousing industry 3.2%, that is to say, secondary industry accounted for 40%. Tertiary 

industry, service industry, had become the leading industry (≈60%) in the whole industrial 

structure of Dubai. 
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Table 8 Percentage of GDP (%) by sectors in Dubai and Shenzhen (2000-2016) 

Year 

 

industry 

2000 2005 2008 2010 2013 2015 2016 

Dubai Shenzhen Dubai Shenzhen Dubai Shenzhen Dubai Shenzhen Dubai Shenzhen Dubai Shenzhen Dubai Shenzhen 

manufacturing 

industry 

17  44  15.8  50.35  11.3  47  13.3  44.2  13.7  40.6  9.3 38.5 9.2 37.3 

Construction 

business 

9  5.64  11.7  3.03  13.7  2.54  9.5  3.03  7.7  2.8  6.8 2.7 6.6 2.7 

Transportation, 

warehousing 

and 

 postal  

services 

13  3.5  13  4.36  12.1  3.83  14.3  4.0  14.8  3.5  15.4 3.1 16.3 3.2 

Wholesale 

 and retail trade 

and repair 

services 

18  10.4  22.3  10.5  29.3  9.93  29  10.8  29.2  12.2  26.3 11.6 25.4 11.2 

Accommodation 

and catering 

industry 

5  2.8  3.6  1.96  3.3  2.13  3.7  2.13  5  1.86  4.6 1.9 4.5 1.9 
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Finance 11  10.13  9.8  6.17  11  12.45  11.4  13.6  11.2  13.85  11.1 14.3 11.0 14.4 

real estate 10  7.25  10.2  9.0  17.6  6.3  13.9  6.6  13.3  9.2  6.4 8.9 6.5 9.1 



Multi-Knowledge Electronic Comprehensive Journal For Education And Science Publications ( MECSJ ) 
 

ISSUE (14), Nov (2018) 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
www.mescj.com 

Tourism is also a powerful driving force for promoting Dubai economic diversification. The 

superior geographical position, developed harbor, unique landscape with the coexistence of 

marine and desert, become the unique superiority of developing tourism and trade. Therefore, 

in the 1990s, the economic development strategic plan of Dubai 2010 and 2015 [43] set by 

Dubai chiefs focus on trade, transportation and tourism, finance and other industries, with its 

purpose of developing new tourism industry and transforming Dubai into a global financial, 

commercial and entertainment center, that is to say, attracting foreign investment and 

introducing Dubai to business travelers from Europe, USA and other Gulf countries by 

developing tourism industry, and therefore promoting diversification of regional economic 

structures. Dubai's marketing strategy is very successful, initially focusing on high-end 

luxurious facilities. In 1985, there were 26 luxury (/ first class) hotels in Dubai’s 43 hotels. 

During the 1996-2000 years, the world's first seven-star hotel - the Burj Al Arab Hotel, 

become the landmark in Dubai, which promoting the development of international high-end 

hotel chain. In view of the desert, hot climate in Dubai is difficult to attract tourists, so some 

special activities such as Dubai Shopping Festival and Dubai summer surprises [20] are 

developed. In addition, Islamic culture is also an attraction to tourists. The goal of this 

planning is to increase the number of annual tourists to 15 million in 2010, meanwhile, to 

promote public-private cooperation management and quality management in tourism industry, 

to develop sustainable tourism, and to improve the skills and employment opportunities, etc. 

In 2013 Dubai issued “Dubai Tourism Strategy 2020” [44], with the goal of attracting 20 

million visitors in 2020, and transforming Dubai into the "preferred place" for international 

tourists. There were 475 hotels in Dubai by 2016, in which five-star 96, four-star 112, one to 

three-star 267, and most of the guests stayed at four and five-star hotels (see Figure 2). In 

addition to the hotels, Dubai government launched a lot of luxury building construction in 

order to enhance the attractiveness of the city, including the most famous Burj Dubai, the 

Palm islands, the island of the world, the international financial center, the Dubai Land and 
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the ski, in the meantime, also began to upgrade the existing Dubai International Airport and 

Dubai subway construction, in a word, Dubai attracted worldwide attention. However, Dubai 

also has the reputation of "expensive, luxury brand", so that Dubai rely mainly on short-term 

stay tourists which usually stay in Dubai for a short time with an average of 3.2 nights per 

capita (see Figure 3). Tourism in Shenzhen is far from Dubai. In 2016 there were 114 star 

hotels in Shenzhen with an occupancy rate of 68.1%, including 25 five-star, 24 four-star, 51 

three-star, 14 two-star hotels. 

 

 

Fig.2 Residence Nights by Hotel classification in Dubai （2016） 
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Fig.3 Average length of stay of tourists by nationality classification in Dubai (2016) 
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The rapid development of Shenzhen cannot realize without Hongkong. Hongkong greatly 

improve resource allocation and optimization of the industrial structure in Shenzhen, and 

promote the transformation of Shenzhen's economic growth mode from extension to intension. 

In the capital investment in Shenzhen more than half of investment came from Hongkong, 

which became one of the main driving forces to keep Shenzhen rapid economic growth. 

During 1979 - 2002 actual investment from Hongkong to Shenzhen amounted to US $1888.4 

billion, contributing 60% of total investment. The massive transfer of the labor-intensive 

industries from Hongkong to Shenzhen, combining the advantage of talent, technology and 

cost in Shenzhen, helped Shenzhen complete the primitive accumulation of capital by 

converging with Hongkong’s capital, information and management advantages, improved 

optimal allocation of resources and productivity, and promoted Shenzhen’s economic 

development. 

Shenzhen's industrial evolution is essentially from labor-intensive to capital-intensive, and 

finally to the technology-intensive and knowledge-intensive development. The industry of 

Shenzhen is from light industry across heavy industry stage, directly to the middle and late 

period of high-tech industrial stage [45]. Shenzhen is not suitable for the development of iron 

and steel, chemical and other heavy industries, thus the proportion of heavy industry is quite 

low, while electronic information manufacturing industry occupies half of the proportion [45]. 

This indicates that the motive force of Shenzhen’s development mainly comes from the 

manufacturing industry. The manufacturing industry is the basis of Shenzhen’s development, 

and also the power of development, which is crucial to the high-tech. The development of 

logistics and financial industries cannot do without advanced manufacturing industry. 

Shenzhen has a superior geographical and economic location, links with international 

financial and trade center---Hongkong, and is the best city in China to develop advanced 

manufacturing industry. 
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7. Conclusion 

The development of two cities has many similarities but also has their own characteristics. 

Two cities are mainly young people of the city of immigrants, and the cities attracting young 

people must be dynamic, inclusive, pluralistic and open cities, which being full of 

entrepreneurial opportunities. Most of the foreign population in Shenzhen is the 

non-Shenzhen people, but still Chinese, in contrast, Dubai is more international. Under the 

powerful governmental impulsion, both cities foster strengths and circumvent weaknesses, 

bold reform, so as to obtain the rapid urban development.  

Dubai belongs to the government-leading development model. In the late 1990s, Dubai 

successfully achieved the "industrial transfer", with the trade, transportation, finance and 

other service industries as the main industries. By means of its own advantages, special 

landscape and cultural characteristics, Dubai vigorously develop the tourism industry, and 

promote the development of other industries. Dubai started from petroleum and trade with the 

aid of strong tourism industry and financial industry, therefore had abundant capital, so the 

development of Dubai takes the high-end route, including paying more attention on the 

shaping of city brand and creating lots of landmark buildings being called “top of the world”. 

Before 2008, the advantageous industries in Dubai include trade, real estate and construction 

industries; and after 2008, are trade, transportation and warehousing, and financial industries. 

The development model of Shenzhen is the government guidance accompanying with 

market-driven. Hongkong paid a great influence on Shenzhen's construction, and the capital 

from Hongkong promotes the manufacturing industry to become the leading industry in 

Shenzhen. The role of Shenzhen is to find a feasible road to development, entrepreneurship 

and innovation for the Chinese. As an example of the development of other cities in China, 

Shenzhen must be always build on firm ground and pay more attention on the real economy, 

gradually closing towards the high-end economy, instead of directly positioning urban 

development at the high-end, which including the development of high-end manufacturing 
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and gradually reducing low-end manufacturing. Shenzhen is supported by Chinese 

government and a huge Chinese market, which is very favorable conditions for the real 

economic development, and this is not available in Dubai. Therefore, the competitive 

industries in Shenzhen are very obvious, and the manufacturing industry has been the largest 

share of GDP, other industries such as the financial, wholesale and retail, construction 

industries, accounted for only a small proportion. If the development patterns of two cities 

switch, such big successes couldn’t occur, so it is very important to make development 

models suitable for their own national conditions. Other cities can learn from both cities 

according to their own actual situations, but also can not completely copy such model of 

development. 

The development of Shenzhen is driven by an extensive economy. Shenzhen's economy is 

larger than Dubai’s and has a solid industrial basis; however, there is still room for 

optimization in the industrial structure. It is necessary to further increase the proportion of 

tertiary industries such as modern service industries to improve the quality of the city.  There 

is also some irrationality in Dubai's industrial structure, such as low degree of 

industrialization, excessive dependence on foreign capital, excessive dependence on foreign 

workers, and a serious shortage of native talents, which are easily affected by the international 

environment. However, no matter the Dubai model or the Shenzhen model, both models have 

brought about rapid economic development, although they both have serious environmental 

and social problems. The gap between the poor and the rich has increased, corruption has 

intensified, society has become more and more unfair, and the well-being of the people has 

not increased. The lives of some of the bottom-level people have not even risen but fallen. 

The environmental resource in Shenzhen is not sustainable, while the society in Dubai is not 

sustainable. In the future urban development process, both cities need to give priority to the 

harmonious coexistence of economy, population, resources and environment, and in 

accordance with the laws of natural development, which can ensure the long-term and 
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sustainable development of economic and social development. 
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