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Abstract Shrinking cities, defined by sustained population loss and declining population density, have be-
come a central concern in global urban studies and planning practice. In China, driven by industrial restruc-
turing and uneven regional development, many cities are faced with multiple structural challenges, including
demographic outflow, economic stagnation, and underutilized spatial resources. Against this backdrop, tradi-
tional growth-oriented development models based on spatial expansion have become increasingly ineffective.
Consequently, urban development paradigms are shifting from "growth-oriented" strategies toward "smart
shrinkage", which emphasizes efficiency, adaptability, and resource optimization. Against this context, platform
urbanism has emerged as a novel urban development model centered on digital technologies. By leveraging
data and algorithmic governance, it reshapes urban operations and offers new pathways and governance tools
to addressing the challenges faced by shrinking cities.

Existing studies generally conceptualize platform urbanism as the deep integration of digital platforms
into urban systems. Building on the data-driven logic of smart cities while incorporating the resource allocation
mechanisms of platform capitalism, this approach focuses on the restructuring of urban spatial configurations,
labor relations, and everyday life. However, current academic discussions predominantly focus on growing or
innovative cities, highlighting the role of platforms in fostering economic growth, technological innovation,
and urban competitiveness. In contrast, research on shrinking cities remains relatively limited, particularly
regarding systematic examinations of the mechanisms through which platforms intervene in urban processes
and their socio-spatial implications. In the Chinese context, relevant studies are still in their infancy, lacking
comprehensive case-based analyses and coherent theoretical frameworks. Therefore, it is necessary to re-eval-
uate platform urbanism from the perspective of shrinking cities and to systematically investigate its operational
mechanisms and practical development pathways.

This paper adopts a large language model (LLM)-assisted retrieval approach to systematically analyze
platform-based practices in Chinese shrinking cities from 2020 to 2025. By employing multiple models to con-
duct parallel searches across policy documents, media reports, and other online sources, and by integrating
manual screening, deduplication, and cross-validation procedures, we constructed a database comprising 196
cases. The analysis focuses on locally embedded digital platforms, including both the localized implementation
of national platforms in specific cities and region-specific platforms with distinct territorial attributes. Using this
dataset, we conducted a structured analysis across multiple dimensions, including platform types, governance
actors, service domains, and spatial distribution. Furthermore, the study develops an analytical framework
consisting of three core mechanisms: precise measurement, factor allocation, and system reconfiguration, to
examine how platforms operate in shrinking urban contexts and facilitate urban transformation.

The findings indicate that platform urbanism in Chinese shrinking cities is currently in an early stage of
development, characterized by the dominance of mobility services and digital governance platforms, the prev-
alence of locally embedded platforms, and strong state involvement in platform construction and operation.
Platforms play a positive role in boosting economic vitality, improving the efficiency of spatial resource utiliza-
tion, and optimizing public service delivery. Nevertheless, several challenges persist, including uneven distribu-
tion of economic benefits, limited service coverage, and the persistent digital inequality. Looking forward, fu-
ture development should prioritize strengthening data-driven capabilities for precise measurement, promoting
the shift from scale-oriented to precision-based resource allocation, and advancing systemic reconfiguration
toward a resilience-oriented urban paradigm. Overall, platform urbanism offers a promising pathway to tackle
the structural challenges of shrinking cities, enhancing urban adaptability and long-term sustainability.
Keywords platform urbanism; shrinking cities; urban transition; large language model
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