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Introduction

The migration of people and businesses

has continually rewoven America’s national
fabric; this process has been part of our
story even before the revolution. People and
firms now move to suburbs, exurbs, and even
small towns. Urban cores struggle to create
economic opportunities for their residents
while most new business concentrates
elsewhere.

These trends contradict the long prevailing
notion that dense inner cities are destined to
dominate the future. Numerous forces have
undermined this premise. One is the rise of
remote workers, who now account for more
than three times the number of those who
commute to work by transit. Expensive new
urban rail transit projects have not increased
the share of commuting by transit in nearly
all cases.

Urban cores have not died, but urbanism’s
trajectory is clearly shifting. Great legacy
cities like New York will survive, but it is the
communities on the suburban periphery,
planned new cities, and restored small cities
that are shaping the American future more
than ever. Many of these new residential
and commercial areas are not traditional
“cities,” as epitomized by Manhattan, Paris,
or London.

But the urban landscape is always changing;
it is not eternally fixed.

The decline of the legacy city has produced
two revival strategies: the amenity city and
the progressive city. The amenity city’s
policymakers accept the loss of most
working- and middle-class families and most
industries to specialize in luxury services and
entertainment attractive to the affluent and
well-educated.

The progressive city is more ideological;
it hopes to serve as a model of a new
civilization based on renewable energy;
alternatives to auto-mobility; social
engineering to promote “equity” among
races, genders, and classes; and, in some

versions, a Marxist-Leninist variant of
democratic socialism.

The gentrified amenity city and the
ideologically driven progressive version are
likely to be stuck with declining population
and business shares. Technology is rapidly
allowing for mass dispersion, which
vindicates Frank Lloyd Wright’s prediction
that in the future “the city should be
everywhere and nowhere.”

People, not academic or planning models,
will ultimately determine the shape of
American urbanism. Rather than resisting
popular choices, a wiser approach would be
to focus on what Americans want and how
best to help them find their own geography
of opportunity. This requires, as an epochal
shift demands, appropriate infrastructure
and innovative governance. We need a

bold yet realistic vision of a new kind of
natural, urban form for this century—the
decentralized OPPORTUNITY city.

To grow, the dispersed opportunity city will
require a focus on boosting broad-based
economic growth, greater efficiency, and,
most importantly, a commitment to respect
the vast majority’s basic desires.



Part One

The Great Dispersion
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Much of the media tends to ignore facts

on the ground but looking at demographic
and economic realities is the best guide to
seeing how and where Americans want to
live. Three contending visions vie to define
the future of our urban landscape: the legacy
city, the progressive city, and the dispersed
city. It is the dispersed city, we believe,

that offers the best opportunities to most
Americans.

The Legacy City: A gradual decline from
commanding heights

In 1969, the visionary architectural critic
Eugene Raskin observed:

In short, today’s technology makes it
possible for you to live anywhere you
want to.... Today it can be truthfully
said that you can, if you like, sally forth
into the wilderness and take with you
every convenience and amenity the
city has to offer. And leave the city
itself behind.

Over a half century later, Raskin’s
observations have become ever more apt,
as what we refer to as “legacy cities”—
dense urban core municipalities like

New York, San Francisco, and Chicago—
are losing their primacy. These still-
spectacular agglomerations from before
the automobile’s ascendance, retain
advantages in such things as walkability,
cultural activities and as first places for new
immigrants. Post-World War Il suburbs,
however, that are highly oriented around
automobiles and have lower population
densities, have virtually surrounded these
larger cities.

Indeed, New York and San Francisco
excepted, all the densest cities in 1950 have
experienced precipitous population decline.
In some cases, like those of Pittsburgh, St.
Louis, Detroit, and Cleveland, population has
declined over 50%. This is part of an epochal
shift away from the highly concentrated
urban centers that geographer Jean
Gottman has described as the “transactional
city.”

Most of America’'s densest big cities are
smaller now than in 1950

Change in population, 1950-2025. Cities over 500,000 with
densities above 10,000 per square mile in 1950

Population grew [l Population fell

New York
San Francisco
Milwaukee [l -1.1%
Washington [l -13-3%

Boston [ -16.0%
Philadelphia [ -24.0%

chicago [ -24 6%
Baltimore | -0 0%

Buffalo |G 52 6°-
pittsourgh [N 54 5
cleveland GG 60 2%

Detroit I -64.5%

SRty @00 [ELYVAGA

These 13 cities together -19.3% - United States +124.5% - Rest
of the country +149.3%

Derived from US Census Bureau data Figure 1

Core cities have been losing their share

of metropolitan residents for decades.
According to a recent M.LT. study, suburbs
and exurbs constitute roughly 80% of the
nation’s metropolitan population, while
barely 8% live in the urban core. Even most
millennials, who tend to be mobile and are
often portrayed as immutably attracted to
dense environments, are heading to the
suburbs, particularly as they start—albeit
belatedly—families.

This trend has accelerated since the
pandemic and the increase in remote work.
Demographer Wendell Cox notes that from
2020-2024, the urban core counties lost
3,259,000 net domestic migrants, which
was three times the rate of loss in the
previous decade. The census reports that
since 2020, growth has shifted to peripheral
areas that are twenty miles or more from
the central core, while areas within ten
miles declined markedly, as the table below
illustrates. Indeed, Brookings notes that


https://search.worldcat.org/title/The-coming-of-the-transactional-city/oclc/10162224
https://search.worldcat.org/title/The-coming-of-the-transactional-city/oclc/10162224
https://lcau.mit.edu/research/next-generation-american-suburbs
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/blog/after-leading-back-city-movement-many-millennials-moved-suburbs
https://www.realclearinvestigations.com/articles/2025/09/11/revival_americans_heading_back_to_the_hinterlands_1134105.html
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a small, and likely brief, post-pandemic
recovery in large-metro populations
reversed in 2024

Growth in the fastest-growing places has
moved further out

Population change, by miles from city hall

W 2018-19 2022-23

Up to 10

I 15,053

10 to 20

I 197,250

20to 30

I 155, 630

30to 40

I 42,509

40 to 60

W 1.720

60 or more
170

Beyond 20 miles: 39% of growth in 2018-19, 50% in 2022-23

Source: US Census Bureau Vintage 2019 and 2023
Population Estimates; authors’ calculations

Figure 2

Jobs have also been moving to the periphery
and have been since the 1950s. From 2002
t0 2022, between 80% and 90% of all
employment growth in the United States was
outside C.B.D.s..

Nearly three quarters of metropolitan jobs are
outside the core city

Share of employment, 58 major metropolitan areas, 2025

26.8%

Core cities

Suburbs

Derived from County Business Patterns, US Census Bureau Figure 3

The office economy is in clear decline. Both
office occupancy and the construction of
new office space have declined since the
turn of the century. In 2019, before the
pandemic, construction of skyscrapers
(buildings more than 150 meters or
approximately forty stories tall) was one-
third the rate of 1985 and half that of 2000.
New U.S. office skyscraper construction has
plummeted from 106 in the 1990s, to 27 in
the 2000s, to a projected 10 since 2019.

Skyscrapers: from offices to homes
Number completed in the United States, by decade

Hl Office Residential

1900s L4

1910s s

1920s .

1930s N 22

1940s

1950s 4

1060 T 43
1070 I 6

1080 T 106
1990s I 20

2000s I 27

2010-18* I 2

2019-22%** I 0

Statista, September 2018. *actual to 2018 **2019-22
forecast

Figure 4

Celebrated downtowns like Seattle, Portland,
San Francisco, Boston, and Chicago have
suffered in recent years. Office vacancy
rates of over 20% or higher, have led to
massive reductions in their assessed value.
In some cases, they are selling at 90% lower
than their former prices in a nationwide fire


https://ideas.repec.org/a/fip/fedpbr/y2000inovp15-27.html
https://www.newgeography.com/content/006688-employment-city-sector-challenges-ahead-downtowns.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/office-owners-reeling-from-remote-work-now-fret-about-recession-11657022402
https://www.wsj.com/articles/americas-office-glut-started-decades-before-pandemic-11661210031
https://www.wsj.com/articles/americas-office-glut-started-decades-before-pandemic-11661210031
https://www.statista.com/statistics/952752/office-residential-skyscrapers-built-usa/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/952752/office-residential-skyscrapers-built-usa/
https://www.wsj.com/tech/seattle-tech-amazon-microsoft-jobs-95f2db27
https://www.kptv.com/2025/10/04/downtown-portland-struggles-recover-pandemic-era-office-vacancies/
https://www.sf.gov/data--office-vacancy-rate
https://www.boston.com/news/real-estate/2026/01/16/office-market-shows-signs-of-life-but-vacancies-still-tower-over-pre-pandemic-norms/
https://www.yahoo.com/news/articles/chicago-downtown-office-space-vacancy-121200383.html
https://www.wsj.com/real-estate/commercial/san-francisco-centre-falling-value-93e50970?st=Ub6A5J&reflink=article_email_sharettps://archive.ph/qMCh1
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sale. As an asset class, office properties
generally have performed more poorly than
retail, industrial, and residential assets.

“Zombie office space” continues to plague
even New York, one of America’s greatest
cities. Taxes, regulations, and crime are
pushing financial firms, the lodestone of
Manhattan’s economy, to places such as
Dallas-Fort Worth. Suburban locations
dominate these regions. Since 2020, the
states that legacy cities dominate, including
New York, California, and Massachusetts,
have experienced a job decline, while Texas,
Florida, Tennessee, the Carolinas, and
Alabama have been among the winners.
Overall, since the millennium, these states
have seen their incomes rise 40% faster
than traditionally progressive areas.

The Legacy City: future prospects

The future seems likely to accelerate

this de-clustering trend. Technological
breakthroughs, notes a recent Bain study,
allow for work to disperse at previously
unseen levels. High-density locales may
still have advantages for certain industries,
but most workers are in lower-density areas.
This is not just an American trend, but a
worldwide phenomenon.

The jobs in finance and professional and
business services that are a downtown’s
historic strengths are particularly suited
to embrace remote or hybrid working.

This dispersion has a deleterious effect,

particularly for the many entry-level workers

who migrate to big cities with traditional

opportunity expectations. Despite outbursts

from elite C.E.O.s and even the White
House, and from the use of surveillance
and financial incentives to dragoon people
back to their cubicles, the shift continues
strong and appeals particularly to more
seasoned employees who often seek

less expensive housing. Increasingly a
“remote work culture” is successfully vying
with traditional office culture in terms of

productivity, although there is some concern
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about the emotional and career challenges
that particularly younger employees face
because of remote work.

A University of Chicago study suggests that
up to one-third of the overall workforce and
up to 50% of employees in Silicon Valley-
generated jobs could move to online work.
Remote work, which was rising before the
pandemic but has greatly expanded since,
allows professionals to live ever further
away from their place of employment.

This trend has grown since and after the
pandemic. This comes on the heels of a
decade of change which has seen a once
very egalitarian region become increasingly
divided between the very rich and an
increasingly struggling middle and working
class, notes a recent Joint Silicon Valley
study. The top 0.001% of Silicon Valley
households hold more wealth than the
bottom 50%.

Even hybrid systems, where workers come in
two to three days a week, create a crisis for
downtowns, as they often mean that certain
days, notably Friday, have empty offices,
which drastically affects local businesses.
The remote trend extends even to big
multinationals, notes the Financial Times,
which plan to reduce their office footprint by
10% to 20% in the coming years.


https://www.globest.com/2023/05/16/zombie-office-buildings-set-to-invade-many-gateway-cities/
https://www.globest.com/2023/01/30/nyc-mayor-rezone-wide-swath-of-midtown-for-housing/?kw=NYC%20Mayor:%20Rezone%20Wide%20Swath%20of%20Midtown%20for%20Housing&et=editorial&bu=REM&cn=20230130&src=EMC-Email&pt=NewYork
https://www.city-journal.org/article/new-york-citys-other-violent-crime-problem?utm_source=virtuous&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=cjweekly&vcrmeid=DQiZkBZcQk22VtbhKdOR9g&vcrmiid=kweFDOnGZkGWI73x4sXbvA
file:///C:\Users\JoelKotkin\Dropbox\FREE\.https:\www.thecity.nyc\2024\10\09\wall-street-jobs-new-york-finance\
https://www.statista.com/chart/32599/industries-with-the-highest-share-of-new-job-postings-allowing-remote-hybrid-work-in-the-us/
https://www.statista.com/chart/32599/industries-with-the-highest-share-of-new-job-postings-allowing-remote-hybrid-work-in-the-us/
https://www.inc.com/jason-aten/amazons-ceo-andy-jassy-just-declared-era-of-hybrid-work-finally-over.html
https://www.inc.com/jason-aten/amazons-ceo-andy-jassy-just-declared-era-of-hybrid-work-finally-over.html
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/dont-let-doge-kill-remote-work-hybrid-families-efficiency-090f6374
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/dont-let-doge-kill-remote-work-hybrid-families-efficiency-090f6374
https://www.wsj.com/lifestyle/workplace/hybrid-work-return-to-office-creep-af5a62b5?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqd-xV9O9yPoBSdKdEWacsBBGEv_FjgF0_XZ-6QEuNk3L_GtbThEDVmkQk8xXS8%3D&gaa_ts=696f9f3f&gaa_sig=6kTjyb6OwXESnx6Wu-Y_crL2GcHUbcSbsr96XNrnpIINACwOgS3b2X1gddpgCh3wYRsQ97fJk0tsKjyQOvdRAg%3D%3D
https://www.wsj.com/lifestyle/workplace/hybrid-work-return-to-office-creep-af5a62b5?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqd-xV9O9yPoBSdKdEWacsBBGEv_FjgF0_XZ-6QEuNk3L_GtbThEDVmkQk8xXS8%3D&gaa_ts=696f9f3f&gaa_sig=6kTjyb6OwXESnx6Wu-Y_crL2GcHUbcSbsr96XNrnpIINACwOgS3b2X1gddpgCh3wYRsQ97fJk0tsKjyQOvdRAg%3D%3D
https://www.wsj.com/articles/remote-work-from-home-boss-d093a36c
https://www.wsj.com/articles/remote-work-from-home-boss-d093a36c
https://news.uchicago.edu/story/much-us-staying-home-how-many-jobs-can-be-done-remotely
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/04/business/zip-code-shift-home-work.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/04/business/zip-code-shift-home-work.html
https://www.ft.com/content/276c26f2-889c-4e08-8f33-ce170890765b?emailId=83bb723b-6ec7-4efa-b155-0b7202a2a6cb&segmentId=13b7e341-ed02-2b53-e8c0-d9cb59be8b3b
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Finance and professional services lead on
remote work — but most sectors are slipping
back

Share of new US job postings allowing remote or hybrid work,
2023, by NAICS sector

Change on 2022, percentage points
Finance & insurance

I 25

Professional & scientific

I 23 0%

Utilities +7.1

I 2.6

Information & IT

I 10,67

Public administration +0.6

I ¢ 2%

Management +1.5

I '/ 2%

Manufacturing

I 33

Wholesale +1.4

I 5%

Source: Hansen et al., Remote Work across Jobs,
Companies and Space, NBER 2023, via WFH Map

Figure 5

Workers largely embrace a more flexible
approach. According to a Conference Board
survey, work from home, whether full time or
in a hybrid model, also addresses issues that
are especially important to millennials, such
as work-life balance.

The Amenity City

The most alluring cities, such as New

York, will have a future in the emerging
geography, but it will not be a dominant

one. Their new role will be less central in
running the economy. Instead, they will
function uniquely as places of “concourse
and rendezvous,” which H.G. Wells predicted
well over a century ago. Favored places with
evident attractions, like Manhattan and San
Francisco, could feasibly sustain themselves
as education, entertainment, and media
centers.

But their employment in such high-value
activities as finance and information appear
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to be stagnating as these jobs move to
dispersed suburbs in Texas and Florida.
City Journal recently demonstrated that
increasingly places like New York do not
provide middle-class workers with many
opportunities, which is a task at which
they once excelled. Meanwhile Texas has
replaced both California and New York as
the primary locale for large companies.

The Amenity City: The Future of the Core?

. IR RERE
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“a bazaar, a great gallery of shops and places
of concourse and rendezvous.” -H.G. Wells -
description of urban centers in the future

For particularly the most attractive core
cities, the greatest asset lies in providing

a hub for young professionals, globe-
trotting elites, and cultural creators. In

New York, for example, while the overall
population has declined, the number of ultra-
wealthy residents has continued to grow.
Increasingly, global cities like New York,
London, Paris, Tokyo, and Miami serve as
showcases for luxury brands such as LVMH,
which continue to invest heavily in these
markets. Even landmarks like Rockefeller
Center are actively reinventing themselves
as destinations for recreation, tourism, and


https://www.conference-board.org/publications/pdf/index.cfm?brandingURL=balancing-employee-flexible-work-expectations-with-company-productivity-goals
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/pdf/index.cfm?brandingURL=balancing-employee-flexible-work-expectations-with-company-productivity-goals

ar

the arts. Other more stressed cities, like
Philadelphia, increasingly also see arts as
critical to reviving their fortunes.

This new “amenity city” would appeal
mostly to younger, often single, as well as
childless households, who are attracted by
proximity to culture and live entertainment.
A market clearly exists. Office towers have
become increasingly anachronistic, but the
number of residential high-rises, of which
there were just eleven in the 1990s, have
soared to eighty-three in the last decade
and a projected forty more since 2019.
There is also much greater effort now to
transform office buildings, whether in New
York or Los Angeles, into residential units.
High-net-worth individuals and educated
young professionals’ preferences now
sustain many core urban areas. Downtown
Chicago and its surrounding neighborhoods,
for example, continue to grow to record
levels although the core economy lags. In
Manhattan, even in the wake of Mamdani’s
election, prices continue to climb and elite
areas like Madison Avenue and Soho thrive.
In fact, even as Gotham'’s overall population
has declined, the number of super-rich is
growing. When ranking the best places for
wealthy people, the big winners include
places like New York City, Boston, and San
Francisco.

The Progressive City

This “amenity” form of urban growth is
ascendant among urban progressives

who oppose gentrification. As the new
progressives take power in more cities—
notably Portland, Seattle, Chicago,
Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles—they
tend to embrace policies that restrict law
enforcement, allow for public camping,

and further tax businesses and wealthy
individuals. Today these people are more
mobile. As Richard Florida points out, this
group’s mobility has been made easier
because “digital technology enables them to
live in one place and keep their businesses in
another.”
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New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani’s drive

to tax wealthy people with second or third
residences reflects the new progressives’
fundamental economic approach. Amid the
growing cost of living crisis, the socialist
ascent augurs a possible American turn
towards radical collectivism, at least in the
urban cores and states that these cities
dominate. Yet we already know that previous
redistribution approaches in large cities have
failed to improve conditions, even though
their spending rose by an adjusted 18% over
the past decade.

Today’s progressives should not be confused
with the “sewer socialists” that arose in the
last century, notably in Milwaukee, Reading,
Schenectady, and Flint, as well as New York.
In the twenties, thirties, and beyond, these
reformers promoted real world socialism,
favored economic growth, and did not talk of
seizing the means of production. Mamdani’s
brand of leftist politics is not social
democracy as Sweden practiced until recent
decades, where a dynamic export-oriented
economy financed the welfare state.

Unlike traditional socialists, the new
progressive base does not come from the
working class, but from credentialed young
people faced with a toxic combination of
prohibitive costs and limited opportunity.
Critically, rather than trying to boost
economic growth, progressives focus

on redistribution. Prominent socialist
economists have recently stated plainly
that they embrace a “no growth” economic
model, at least for Western countries. The
United Nations also embraces that position.
This program seeks to spread resources
through the provision of annual income,
health care, and rental subsidies.

Progressives still embrace expanding
public housing, something that even
sympathetic observers note has largely
failed, leaving many people in dangerous,
blighted residences. Defunding law
enforcement, another progressive priority,
makes compelling cities like New York less


https://blogs.chapman.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/56/2025/06/HOW-TO-SAVE-OUR-URBAN-2025.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-02-24/chicago-s-downtown-now-has-more-residents-than-before-pandemic
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-02-24/chicago-s-downtown-now-has-more-residents-than-before-pandemic
https://www.globest.com/2025/08/20/manhattan-rents-set-record-for-fifth-time-in-past-six-months/
https://www.globest.com/2025/08/20/manhattan-rents-set-record-for-fifth-time-in-past-six-months/
https://archive.ph/qMCh1
https://www.newgeography.com/content/007462-core-city-population-losses-detailed
https://www.city-journal.org/article/los-angeles-karen-bass-chicago-brandon-johnson-new-york-zohran-mamdani
about:blank
about:blank
https://nyupress.org/9781479828432/the-projects/
https://nyupress.org/9781479828432/the-projects/
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hospitable to both businesses and ambitious
individuals, particularly those over 30.

Unless new progressives entirely fill
Washington, D.C. with politicians who
embrace their priorities, progressive

cities seem likely to struggle in the future,
particularly in terms of jobs and incomes.
Overall, these cities face significant
budgetary challenges and continue to
spend money in ways that do not stimulate
growth and opportunities. Some may end up
dependent on federal bailouts in the coming
years.

Sunbelt metros added jobs three times faster
than the national average

Change in average annual employment, 2015-2025

Above US average US average [ Below

Austin
Orlando
Houston

United States

Philadelphia [ 8%
Los Angeles [ 7%
San Francisco [l 6%

Source: Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, Figure 6
Bureau of Labor Statistics

Their planning strategies center on
densification to make cities more affordable.
Yet the evidence shows that many of the
states such policies dominate—New York,
New Jersey, and California—are those where
more people must work an extra twenty-five
days a year to pay for a 2007 living standard.
In contrast, the easiest places to maintain
the 2007 levels with fewer extra hours are in
the South or the Plains.

Progressives make things tough on anyone
who wants to live in a single-family house
or own a car. They use bike lanes and street
closures to pressure urban residents to give
up their cars. In the neo-progressive vision,
people should walk in pedestrian “fifteen-
minute cities” or take mass transit, while
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high-speed passenger rail will connect dense
conurbations. To combat climate change,
carbon-free, renewable energy sources,
including windmills, solar panels, and
hydropower, will provide power for most, if
not all, of the progressive urban utopia.

Progressive urbanists have proselytized
this vision with posters and videos showing
happy people on urban bikes on foot or

on bicycles, while high-speed trains in the
distance whoosh past windmills and high-
rises. But as attractive as these images may
seem on paper, this vision is unlikely ever to
get much past the blueprint stage.

The rise of the dispersed city

When taxes rise to ever greater heights,
and social contagion affects downtown
workers, the result is to encourage
businesses to move further away from

the urban core, often to the periphery.
Historian Robert Bruegmann notes that
this has happened despite the steady
opposition from journalists and intellectuals,
who consistently have decried suburban
“sprawl,” seeing it not as a reflection of the
market, or a reaction to urban disorder, but
a government-led process that “forced”
people into the suburbs.

Urban historian Lewis Mumford described
suburbs as “a dissolute landscape,” “a
twilight zone,” neither urban nor rural.

Like many critics of suburbia, Mumford

saw the suburbanite as stuck in dormitory
communities, with hours wasted on transit
or the car. He never envisioned that suburbs
would evolve into their own places, with their

own economies and civic culture.

During the 2008 financial crisis, widespread
media accounts suggested, among other
things, that the exurbs would become “the
next slums.” The New York Times even
suggested how to carve up the suburban
carcass, with some envisioning that
suburban three-car garages would be
“subdivided into rental units with street front


https://joelkotkin-my.sharepoint.com/personal/joel_joelkotkin_com/Documents/Christopher%20B.%20Leinberger,
https://joelkotkin-my.sharepoint.com/personal/joel_joelkotkin_com/Documents/Christopher%20B.%20Leinberger,
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cafés, shops and other local businesses,”
while abandoned pools would become
skateboard parks.

The periphery was also roundly blamed
for everything from class segregation to
environmental damage, and even to the
decline of the American dream. Prominent
Harvard economist Edward Glaeser, and,
until recently, urbanist Richard Florida
maintain that cities continue to provide
unique (in Glaeser’s words) “engines of
innovation” as they have since the time of
Socrates. Mid-2010s books like The End of
Suburbs were widely greeted as prophetic.
Even today, as the shift to suburbia has
accelerated, elements of the intelligentsia
still widely embrace this notion.

It should be obvious by now that these views
have passed their sell-by date. The evident
cause of dispersion lies in a simple concept:
consumer preferences. Pew Research, for
example, found that most Americans opt for
larger houses and less density, particularly
among middle aged people. The exurbs now
constitute today’s “boomtowns,” something
Part Three of this report will revisit.

Americans have long embraced lower
densities. By 2001, fewer than 10% of
Americans wanted to live in big cities, while
the vast majority preferred suburbs, small
cities, and towns. Twenty years later, the
numbers were roughly the same, with only
9% preferring a big city. Through the first
four years of this decade, the urban core
counties lost 3,259,000 net domestic
migrants, which is three times the rate of
loss in the last decade.
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Urban core counties lost 3.3 million people to
the rest of the country

Net domestic migration, major metropolitan areas by state and
DC, 2021-2024

Urban core counties

Suburban counties

Outside major metropolitan
areas

Net to zero: this is redistribution, not growth

Derived from US Census Bureau data Figure 7

Today the action is in the periphery. Regions
that have attracted the newest residents and
built the most homes tend to be in sunbelt
metros dominated by sprawling suburbs.
Critically, suburbs are now the epicenter

of American tech development and even
dominate new patents. Tech’s leading
hotbeds—Silicon Valley, Boston’s Route
128, the southern California Technopolis,
suburban Seattle (home of Microsoft), and
the Austin periphery—are all in peripheral
areas.

Outside a narrow band of high-income
residents, the economic incentives to stay

in the big city have declined. Moving out of
the core cities used to mean a downgrade in
earnings, but now, as Brookings Institution
scholar Mark Muro has noted, salaries across
the nineteen-state “American Heartland”
region, essentially the territory between the
Appalachians and the Rockies, are above the
national average.

Another study found that of the ten areas
with the highest cost-adjusted incomes,
eight are in the heartland. In contrast, those
with the lowest adjusted incomes were
entirely on the ocean coasts. The cost of
living is lowest in the South and Midwest, and
the highest costs of living are in California
and nearby states as well as the Northeast
Corridor from Washington to Boston. Not


https://www.amazon.com/Human-Scale-Kirkpatrick-Sale/dp/1897408064
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-03/why-cities-generate-more-unconventional-innovations
https://www.brookings.edu/people/mark-muro/
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2018-10-18/report-americas-heartland-is-more-prosperous-than-stereotypes-suggest
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2018-10-18/report-americas-heartland-is-more-prosperous-than-stereotypes-suggest
http://www.newgeography.com/content/006398-where-salaries-go-furthest-2019-the-small-city-advantage.
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surprisingly, the South is now the only region
in the country that is still growing.

Living costs are highest in the Northeast,
California and Hawaii

Cost of living index, 2025 annual average. US average = 100

INDEX
W 95.0 orless 95.0-103.1
103.2-117.4 117.5 or more
WA
ME
OR D
NV uT
AZ
AK HI

INDEX BY STATE, HIGHEST TO LOWEST

HI 183.9 RI 1M0.7 PA 97.1 M KY 91.5
MA 148.5 NH 110.5 MT 96.8 Wl ND 91.1
CA 143.1 AZ 10.3 HIL 95.0 B TX 9.1
DC 137.8 Cco 103.1 W WY 94.6 HIN 90.7
AK 126.7 DE 103.1 W OH 94.6 W AR 90.1
NY 125.8 VA 102.2 W NM 93.7 H TN 90.1
MD 1n7.4 PR 102.1 W MN 93.6 WIA 89.8
NJ 15.3 FL 101.4 H LA 92.9 W MO 88.9
CT 14.0 NV 99.7 MW SC 92.7 HKS 88.4
ME 14.0 uT 99.5 W GA 92.2 HAL 88.1
VT 13.5 ID 99.3 EMI 91.9 W WV 88.0
WA 12.9 Wi 98.5 W SD 91.8 W MS 86.0
OR 12.8 NC 97.9 H NE 91.8 W OK 84.7
Source: Missouri Economic Research & Information Center Figure 8

(MERIC), Composite Cost of Living Index, 2025

The periphery still appeals to younger
people, particularly as they marry and start
families. Even before the pandemic, two-
thirds of millennials favored suburbs as their
preferred residence. Educated millennials,
now well into their thirties and forties, are
migrating from the larger coastal metros

to the suburb-dominated sunbelt, including
smaller cities. A similar pattern seems to be
evolving among Generation Z, the successor
generation.

In a poll taken in early 2026, roughly half

of Massachusetts residents said they have

considered leaving the state. Similarly, one-
third of New York residents already plan to

leave within the next five years while four in
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ten Californians and half of lllinois residents
feel the same. In the end, the traditional
urban states seem to be losing out, even

to “hillbilly states” like Alabama, Arkansas,
and Oklahoma, and even to such perennial
laggards as West Virginia and Mississippi.
By 2050, according to the most recent
projections, Texas is on track to surpass
California in population, which became the
nation’s largest in 1960.

Meanwhile, the fast-growing counties that
are home to most planned communities
gained mightily among those earning over
$75,000, and especially those between the
ages of 30 and 44, as we will discuss in Part
Three. Young people, notes economist Gary
Becker, are critical to an innovative economy.
Inthe U.S., more of them are likely to settle, at
least as they age, in the interior.

Brain drain and brain gain: where college
graduates moved in 2023

Net gain or loss of college-educated movers, by state, as a
share of moves

NET GAIN/LOSS IN MOVES, %

-50  -25 0 25 50 75 100 125 150
Not shown in source

oy

utT

AK HI

STATES TOO SMALL TO LABEL

| RA) RI DE
NH BCT MD
MA NJ DC
Source: Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC), Figure 9

Current Population Survey,


https://www.ft.com/content/96cb501d-b188-4e50-af21-ca7115878f1b?segmentId=b385c2ad-87ed-d8ff-aaec-0f8435cd42d9
http://www.newgeography.com/content/005981-pervasive-suburbanization-the-2017-data
http://www.newgeography.com/content/005981-pervasive-suburbanization-the-2017-data
https://urbanreforminstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/The-Next-American-Cities.pdf
https://urbanreforminstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/The-Next-American-Cities.pdf
http://www.becker-posner-blog.com/2013/08/low-birth-rates-causes-consequences-and-remedies-becker.html.
http://www.becker-posner-blog.com/2013/08/low-birth-rates-causes-consequences-and-remedies-becker.html.

ar

Dispersed communities are also the nation’s
nurseries. Large cities are becoming more
oriented towards single people, who are
more left-leaning and tend to have fewer
children. This reprises some dynamics of the
1950s and 1960s, when suburbs drove the
“baby boom” as families were able to buy
affordable houses distant from the central
core.

Overall, the highest birth rates have been
occurring in the less densely urbanized
states like the Dakotas, Alaska, lowa, and
Texas, while the lowest are clustered in
the Northeast, California, and the Pacific
Northwest. The lowest general fertility
rates are in metro San Jose; Los Angeles;
Providence; Seattle; Austin; Boston; St.
Louis; Salt Lake City; Greenville, SC; and
Tucson. The San Jose rate is 38.6 per 1,000
women of childbearing age. America’s
future, then, lies outside the largest core
urban areas, and increasingly in smaller
towns and cities.

Birth rates fall as metropolitan areas get bigger

Share of women aged 15-50 with a birth in the past year, 2023,
by metro population

Under 50k

50-100« | 5.7
100-250k | 5.5
250-500« | 5 2%
500k-1m | 5.3
+2.5m | 5 2%
2.5-5m | 50"
s-1om | 5%
10m or more

Smallest metros 6.2% - largest metros 4.5% — a difference of
about a quarter

Derived from US Census Bureau data Figure 9

The surprising shift to smaller cities and
towns

Perhaps nothing more reflects the
dispersionary trend than smaller cities’
revival. For the first time since the
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nineteenth century, smaller communities
are again growing faster than the large
metropolitan areas. The rise of living costs
in the great metropolitan areas in parts of
Florida and even parts of Texas partially
accelerated this trend. Even traditionally
affordable areas like Columbus, Ohio have
experienced higher housing costs, which
discourages further migration.

Increasingly, migration flows are shifting

to more affordable states. Arkansas, the
Carolinas, Alabama, and Oklahoma are
dominating the ranks of the fastest-growing
states. Overall, in 2025, the South was

the only region to gain both population

and babies. Given the country’s otherwise
stagnant population, this increase is
significant. The lowest birth rates are found
mostly in West Coast and Northeastern
states. If current trends continue, by 2050,
the South will account for some 40% of the
U.S. population, which is more than twice the
share of the Midwest and Northeast.

This is where much of the nation’s new
single-family product tends to be built.

An analysis of Census Bureau data finds

a stark turnaround from 2010-15, when
all categories of metros with fewer than
250,000 residents suffered net out-
migration, with migration shifting towards
smaller metros outside the Northeast and
the West Coast.

The most recent data shows that the three
largest population categories all lost net
domestic migrants over the decade’s first
five years. At the same time, all population
categories below 2.5 million gained net
domestic migrants. The greatest increase
was in the 500,000 to 999,000 categories,
and the second largest gain was outside the
metropolitan areas.


https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-05-19/which-electorates-are-most-left-and-right-leaning-vote-compass/101078018
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As with the suburbs, the revival of small-

town and rural America refutes the common Two decades ago, the Fargo, North Dakota
media coverage. In a 2018 article asking, downtown was dull and largely derelict.
“Can rural America be saved?” the New York Now it boasts loft apartments, a fine
Times reported that small cities and towns, boutique hotel and a panoply of cultural
particularly in the middle of the country, attractions, including art studios and

were “getting old” and facing “relentless dance venues. Between 2010 and 2025,
economic decline.” The famous New 21,000 net domestic migrants have moved
Yorker magazine cover showing much of to its metropolitan area. By comparison,
civilization ending at the Hudson River save Minneapolis-St. Paul, the largest nearby
for Chicago, Washington, D.C., and then the major metropolitan area, lost 33,000 net
West Coast reflected a mindset that, while domestic migrants over the same period.
formerly relevant, makes little sense in the The Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area

dispersionary era. is thirteen times larger than Fargo’s.
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Fargo gained migrants while Minneapolis-St.
Paul lost them
Net domestic migration, 2010-2024

Fargo

Minneapolis-St. Paul

-40,000

Derived from US Census Bureau data Figure 12

Some of this reflects economic changes.
Fargo, for example, became home to Great
Plains Software, a company Microsoft
later bought. Huntsville, Alabama, another
example, has experienced strong growth
because of its longstanding connection

to the U.S. space program. Huntsville

also recently took the center for the U.S.
Space Command from its previous base in
Colorado. Huntsville has also seen growth
in advanced services and biotechnology in
recent years.

Traditional manufacturing-oriented
communities in the Midwest and parts of
the South have also seen new growth. Grand
Rapids, Michigan is the fastest-growing large
metropolitan area for manufacturing jobs
since 2009. It has added 35,000 jobs during
that time. In 2000, the Grand Rapids area
ranked seventh among metros for millennial
population growth, according to a recent
study. The metro has been cited as having
one of the nation’s highest millennial home
ownership rates.

Dispersion as the solution to the housing
crisis

Housing accounts for about 88% of the
difference in the cost of living between
expensive big city areas and the national
average. This cost has transformed the
geography of opportunity. Most Americans
of all generations and political persuasions
favor single-family houses in lower-density
neighborhoods.
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Housing is two thirds of the extra cost of living
in expensive metros

Share of the excess cost of living over the national average,
metropolitan areas above the national average, 2021

Housing

Services 1.9%

M Goods 23.2% M Utilities 9.4%

Estimated from BEA Regional Price Parities, 2021 Figure 13

When homes in Los Angeles were
affordable, people opted for them. Some
disparage even the notion of home
ownership, calling it “a weapon of white
supremacy,” but three in five young people
identify homeownership as an essential
part of the American dream, even though
housing affordability stands at its lowest
level in thirty years.

Progressives, city planners, and their

media echoes maintain that squeezing
more apartments and condos into existing
big cities will increase urban housing
affordability. But policies that restrict
peripheral growth in favor of increased
densities do not lower prices, as is
sometimes suggested. In fact, U.S. data
suggests a positive correlation between
greater density and housing costs. It is
overwhelmingly outside the urban core, and
generally furthest from it, that the chance of
ownership becomes real.

California provides a compelling case

study. Recent reforms promote inner city
densification, something the press widely
celebrates, while regulations remain aimed
at stopping suburban development. This
approach has not helped keep housing costs
down; a California home’s median cost is 2.5
times the median cost of a home in the rest
of the country. California also has the second
lowest homeownership rate in the nation at
56% (New York’s is the lowest, at 54%), well


https://www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2021-03-07/homeownership-american-dream-survey-values
https://www.ncsl.org/human-services/increasing-the-housing-supply-by-reducing-costs-and-barriers
https://www.newgeography.com/content/007221-higher-urban-densities-associated-with-worst-housing-affordability
https://www.newgeography.com/content/007221-higher-urban-densities-associated-with-worst-housing-affordability
https://www.theargumentmag.com/p/have-you-heard-the-good-news-on-housing
https://www.ocregister.com/2025/08/31/how-sacramento-makes-housing-less-affordable-while-claiming-to-fix-it/
https://apnews.com/article/north-america-ap-top-news-mars-huntsville-moons-d4c8b31ad3d245d8b5a71b2b4eaa9a21
https://www.axios.com/2025/09/02/trump-space-comman-huntsville-redstone-arsenal
https://www.axios.com/2025/09/02/trump-space-comman-huntsville-redstone-arsenal
https://www.nar.realtor/blogs/economists-outlook/where-millennials-own-homes?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nar.realtor/blogs/economists-outlook/where-millennials-own-homes?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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below the national average and particularly
poor for younger people.

California’'s homeownership gap is widest
among under-35s

Homeownership rate, California and the United States, 2023

B California United States

All adults

I 567

Adults under 35

I 2

Gap to the national rate: 9 points for all adults, 14 points for
under-35s

Source: US Census Bureau, Housing Vacancies and
Homeownership (CPS/HVS); American Community Survey
2023

Figure 14

What kind of country do we want?

These policies, which stress growth

in blue-collar industries and are more
respectful of consumer market demand,
provide a potential antidote to ever greater
concentration of wealth and corporate
power or, in response, a greater embrace
of socialism. At least until recently the
managerial upper-middle class has
flourished, and the gap between them

and those below them has grown. These
strata, notes one observer, live “in different
neighbourhoods, different schools, different
horizons.”

Dispersion, re-industrialization, and
restructuring government are essential

if we wish to create an era of opportunity
for most Americans. In the United States
over the past decade, the proportion of

real estate wealth held by middle- and
working-class owners fell substantially,
while that controlled by the wealthy grew
from under 20% to over 28%. In the last
decade, high-income households enjoyed
71% of all housing gains, while the shares of
middle- and lower-income families declined
precipitously. The proportion of land owned
by the nation’s one hundred largest private
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landowners grew nearly 50% between 2007
and 2017.

A tenth of the U.S. economy is comprised
of industries where four firms dominate
more than two-thirds of the market,
with finance and information technology
now among the most concentrated.’®
The financial sector illustrates this trend
particularly well. According to a recent
study by the Federal Reserve Bank of
Minneapolis, concentration of insured
deposit funding among the top four
commercial banks in the United States
rose from 15% in 1984 to 44% in 2018, a
roughly threefold increase.

Springtime for socialism?

These conditions are ideal for the rising
socialist movement. As the old German
theorist would have expected, if people—
especially the young—have difficulty buying
property or launching a successful career,

it undermines their faith in the market
system. According to one poll, 62% of
Americans under thirty have a positive view
of socialism, while a full third now even
back the more authoritarian communist
alternative.


https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-housing-wealth-skewed-even-more-toward-affluent-over-past-decade-11646838000
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-housing-wealth-skewed-even-more-toward-affluent-over-past-decade-11646838000
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-housing-wealth-skewed-even-more-toward-affluent-over-past-decade-11646838000
https://www.landleader.com/land-report-100.
https://www.campusreform.org/article/survey-nearly-two-thirds-young-americans-support-socialism/28114
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Support for socialism is far higher among
younger generations
Share of US adults agreeing, by generation
B Supports all four socialist policies
B says socialism is good for the country
Supports the term ‘socialism’
Silent

I 9.4 %
I 21.0%

Boomers

I 25.4%
I 26.6 %

Gen X

I 40.9 %
I  32.3%

Millennials

I 41.6%
I 42.0%

GenZ

N 33.0%
I 39.2%

Both broader measures peak with Millennials and dip with Gen
Z; support for the word itself is flat

Source: Cato Institute 2025 Fiscal Figure 15

Policy Poll (Release Il)

These views can best be addressed not by
blindly favoring the status quo, but by finding
ways to expand opportunity. In addition to
the housing crisis, barely half of all people
under 30, according to one survey, have full-
time jobs. Many young men find themselves
in economies with few options for high-

paid work, and many simply drop out of the
workforce.

Ironically, some news organizations still
rank population areas with slow, little, or
no growth as better places to live. A recent
CNBC survey, for example, concentrated
on such things as labor laws, laws on
reproduction, health care, and inclusionary
policies. States like Maine, Massachusetts,
Minnesota and Hawaii, ranked highly, while
states like Tennessee that are growing and
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gaining migrants, were ranked near the
bottom.

Clearly, many media outlets do not believe
that growth is good. But people and
companies are still flocking to places that
CNBC may consider hellholes, or at least
gauche. What people want is not necessarily
the policy agenda slow-growing states
favor, but those policies—in housing, taxes,
and regulation—that support broad-based
economic growth. This is essential not only
to our economic health but to our political
system. In the end, we have two options if
we do not wish to continue towards ever-
widening wealth gaps: we can either lay the
foundation for a future collectivist surge

or find ways to expand the geography

of opportunity. As Benjamin Friedman

has argued, there’s been a long-standing
connection between economic growth and
social and political progress.

This paper argues that far too little emphasis
is placed on growth, particularly on policies
that allow the vast majority to feel the
benefits. A city strategy that relies largely

on transfers from the very rich is unlikely to
promote upward mobility as effectively as
support for the liberal market system does,
particularly as those efforts tend to drive
some of the wealthiest taxpayers to other
states, even if they retain pieds-a-terre in the
progressive urban areas. We should focus on
broad-based wealth creation not just in the
economy, but also through education and
housing policy.

Building the Opportunity City

Housing policies in major metropolitan
areas should allow the organic expansion of
their urban footprints. A recently published
analysis demonstrated that even a small
increase in peripheral development would
produce three to six times the number of
new homes, something far more practical
for most people than densifying urban
cores. Far from an undesirable blight, even
densification advocates now concede


https://x.com/honestpollster/status/1972715817587319122
https://www.amazon.com/Men-Without-Work-Americas-Invisible/dp/1599474697/ref=asc_df_1599474697?mcid=b2cea3f3be9031ec918818aa71cdc940&hvocijid=17608869561219024868-1599474697-&hvexpln=73&tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=721245378154&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=17608869561219024868&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9031596&hvtargid=pla-2281435177418&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Men-Without-Work-Americas-Invisible/dp/1599474697/ref=asc_df_1599474697?mcid=b2cea3f3be9031ec918818aa71cdc940&hvocijid=17608869561219024868-1599474697-&hvexpln=73&tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=721245378154&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=17608869561219024868&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9031596&hvtargid=pla-2281435177418&psc=1
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that “sprawl” is an important strategy for
producing affordable housing in a form
people desire.

Home ownership is higher in suburbs and
exurbs for every group

Share of households owning their home, 53 US major
metropolitan areas, 2015-19

B Urban core Suburbs & exurbs

White non-Hispanic

I 7%

African American

I '

Asian

I 20

Hispanic

I 247

All households

I 35

Source: City Sector Model based on American Community
Survey, 2015-19

Figure 16

Like the legacy city before it, with its trains,
high-rise offices, and massive public spaces,
the decentralized opportunity city will
require shifts in such things as infrastructure
investments and housing, and new ways to
govern. As America decentralizes, we need a
policy environment that is less top-down and
closer to the public. The following papers will
spell out the kind of changes that creating a
more workable, just, and successful future
will require.

So instead of throwing up obstacles to
contemporary trends in doomed attempts
to freeze change or impose unpopular urban
forms by fiat, government, particularly at the
local level, should focus on ways to remove
barriers to needed development, and fund
relevant infrastructure, including schools,
parks and power systems. In a democracy,

government should help citizens achieve

their aspirations, rather than insisting that

their desires are wrong.
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Part Two

Geography of Opportunity
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Jobs and education in the merging
opportunity city

In the new, dispersion-defined economy,

we may also see a shift in both economic
drivers and population. Hardware and health
care are the two main industries most likely
to drive this new economy. The partial
on-shoring of industry, driven by national
security considerations as well as national
growth strategy, may lead to increases

in manufacturing-related jobs and skilled
trades.

Today, the service sector accounts for
nearly 80% of the American workforce.
Manufacturing is unlikely to change that
proportion radically, given automation’s
potential to eliminate factory, warehouse,
and freight transportation jobs, even while
it creates some new ones. What will change
is the composition of the service sector

in which most Americans will work: Al

may eliminate many white-collar clerical,
professional, administrative, financial, and
academic jobs.

In the new configuration, we can expect
“high touch” jobs resistant to automation

or robotic replacement to grow as a share
of all jobs. Of these high-touch, human-
provided jobs, the most important will be
health related services. Other opportunities,
such as artisan-based retail, construction,
assemblers, maintenance, and cooks may
also become more prominent. Some jobs
may simply be too expensive to automate.
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Automating care work costs many times what
the job pays

Annual cost to automate as a multiple of the annual median
wage, top 10 US occupations

Nursing assistants
- Ex=
Home health & care aides
I 79~
Construction labourers

I ¢

Maintenance & repair

I 55~

Teaching assistants

I -

Registered nurses

I 5 2+

Elementary teachers

E=t
Security guards
I 2 3~
Assemblers & fabricators

I 20~

Restaurant cooks

I O

Source: Planera analysis, June 2026, using BLS wage data Figure 17
and automation vendor pricing

As more people migrate to new jobs on the
periphery, the focus for both job training and
education will necessarily increasingly take
place in these more affordable and spacious
areas, which are also experiencing many of
the most impressive gains in educational
achievement and computer literacy. Overall
growth in numbers of college students will
be predominately in the South, which is
projected to gain population well into 2050,
even as the Northeast and Midwest lose
population. Declining fertility rates will drive
this shift.
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Only the South will have more high school
graduates in 2041
Projected change in the number of high school graduates, 2041

against 2023
Growth M Decline

South

Northeast -15.0%
Midwest -15.3%
West -18.8%

Western Interstate Commission for Higher Figure 18

Education report, “Knocking at the College Door”

Opportunity in the post-Al world

The shift away from white-collar office jobs
and back to domestic manufacturing and
personal services marks the end of the idyll
of a post-industrial economy. In the Al-era,
countries cannot thrive without producing
tangible goods or providing jobs. But the
fantasy that they could has had deleterious
effects on the American economy. Between
2000 and 2007, the U.S. hemorrhaged 3.4
million manufacturing jobs, about 20%

of its total, and lost a further 1.5 million
manufacturing jobs between 2007 and
2016. From 2004 to 2017, the U.S. share

of world manufacturing shrank from 15%
to 10%, while reliance on Chinese imports
doubled, even as Japan’s and Germany'’s
reliance on Chinese goods shrank.

During that same period, software jobs, once
considered the road to a certain future, have
dried up. Economist Gad Levanon notes that

overall software employment is now down to.

2017 levels. Few would have expected that
result a decade or two earlier. Had previous
growth patterns remained steady, that
sector would now include 250,000 more
jobs.

In contrast, there is now growth in jobs
making material goods. This is not an
explosion in growth, but it is improved
productivity in these jobs. According to a
2020 Kearney study, in 2019, for the first
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time in a decade, the percentage of imported
manufactured goods fell. They have fallen
again recently, in part due to tariffs.

US industrial production is more than twenty
times its 1919 level

Industrial production, total index, 2017 = 100. Shaded bands are
US recessions
120

100 s 103
80
60
40

20

0
1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 2020

Source: Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System,  Figure 19
via FRED (INDPRO); NBER recession dates (USREC)

Cities like Miami, Charlotte, and Knoxville,
none of them historically associated

with industry, have seen the most

robust industrial growth from 2015.
Although greater New York showed
impressive gains, the nation’s long time
industrial leaders, cities like Los Angeles, San
Jose, and Seattle, suffered a marked decline.


https://gadlevanon.substack.com/p/information-sector-employment-is?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=6755490&post_id=192962668&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=3prtm&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://gadlevanon.substack.com/p/information-sector-employment-is?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=6755490&post_id=192962668&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=3prtm&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://gadlevanon.substack.com/p/information-sector-employment-is?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=6755490&post_id=192962668&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=3prtm&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://web.archive.org/web/20200528124818/https:/www.kearney.com/operations-performance-transformation/us-reshoring-index/full-report
https://web.archive.org/web/20200528124818/https:/www.kearney.com/operations-performance-transformation/us-reshoring-index/full-report
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiOTg4ODE4OGYtYmVmMS00ZTFhLTg1MjQtMzc4ODUwODQ2OTM4IiwidCI6ImY2OGI2ZDZjLWIyMjItNGQwYS1hZjc0LTVlNGEwMGFkMzVkZCIsImMiOjN9
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Austin and Denver led growth in advanced
industry jobs after Covid
Change in advanced industry employment, Q12021to Q3 2023

Austin [N 2 2
penver [IINNENEGEGEGEGEEEEEE 20 3%
mMiami [ 5 5%
Charlotte |GG 12 °%
san Francisco |[[IIIENENGGEGGE 2 7%
Boston [IININGNGEGEGEGEGEGNE 4 4%
san Jose I 4%
Nashville |GG 3%
Dallas-Fort Worth [ 88%
Seattle [N 7.8
Atlanta [ 7.7%
Columbus |G 7-2%
Kansas City [ 6-8%

Orange County [Jj 2.1%
San Diego ] 1.7%
Phoenix ] 1.0%
Los Angeles County | 0.4%

Source: Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages

Figure 20

Miami and New York led manufacturing job
growth since 2014

Change in manufacturing employment, 2014-2025, among the
top 50 metros by manufacturing employment

viami N 107.7%
New York NG 70.1%
Grand Rapids | 60 4%
Boston |G 52.0%
Detroit | 32.4%
Charlotte | 31.1%
Knoxville [N 28-9%
Philadelphia [ 21.9%
Phoenix [ 19-4%
Washington DC [l 19.1%
Austin [l 17.2%
San Antonio [l 14.0%
Wichita [Jij 13.7%

Source: Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics, Figure 21
BLS
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The new industrial paradigm

Things are changing even within tech. Firms
specializing in space and defense are on the
upswing. “Hardware,” notes The Wall Street
Journal's James Meigs, “is back.” High-tech
firms are increasingly applying technology to
actual things, whether in the form of crewed
rockets like Artemis and Space X, or on
Ukrainian and Middle Eastern battlefields.
The space industry’s resurgence, led by
Elon Musk and NASA, in some ways returns
America to its traditional identity as a real-
world builder and innovator.

There is enormous potential here. Space
industry global revenues are up tenfold since
the early 2000s. The World Economic Forum
projects that “by 2035, the space economy
is set to reach $1.8 trillion, up from $630
billionin 2023 and averaging a growth rate of
9 percent per annum—a figure significantly
above the growth rate of global GDP.”

Building spaceships is not like developing
algorithms. High-flying firms like Anduril,
Palantir, and Space X use software to build
actual gizmos that could both protect the
country and enrich its people. These firms
still rely on human skills from engineering
to fabrication and assembly. “People

are shifting to harder tech,” suggests El
Segundo-based Varda Aerospace co-
founder Delian Asparouhoy, “There is

an aerospace renaissance. This can’t be
done with Al—you need people to build
spaceships. It’s paradigm shift.”

Much of this growth will continue to flow

to such traditional aerospace hubs as
Southern California, San Jose, and Seattle,
but the greatest per capita concentrations
will include Huntsville, Melbourne, Florida,
Wichita, and Tucson. The future suggests
even greater dispersion; the largest new
investments in aerospace have been in cities
like Berkeley, Missouri; Fort Smith, Arkansas;
Dayton, Ohio; Oklahoma City; and distant
exurbs such as Mojave, California.


https://www.ft.com/content/35f79237-630c-4b04-8e5a-57394ad2b2f6
https://www.ft.com/content/35f79237-630c-4b04-8e5a-57394ad2b2f6
https://instapundit.substack.com/p/on-our-way?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=1281686&post_id=193022791&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=3prtm&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://www.spacefoundation.org/2025/07/22/the-space-report-2025-q2/
https://www.weforum.org/press/2024/04/space-economy-set-to-triple-to-1-8-trillion-by-2035-new-research-reveals/
https://www.palantir.com/explore/foundry-for-manufacturing/
https://www.varda.com/
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Huntsville and Lexington Park dominate
aerospace engineering employment
Location quotient of aerospace engineering employment, May

2025. National average =1
Huntsville, AL
Lexington Park, MD
Palm Bay-Melbourne, FL
Wichita, KS
Tucson, AZ
Boulder, CO
Dayton, OH
Colorado Springs, CO
Seattle, WA
Bakersfield, CA i} 4.7
Ogden, UT [l 4.7
Decatur, AL [Jjj 3.8

A further 23 metros sit between 1.1 and 3.8 times the national
average

Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Figure 22

Employment and Wage Statistics

Aerospace engineers grow more slowly but

offer far more openings

Projected annual job openings and growth rate, 2024-34
Projected growth

Aerospace engineers +6%

Aerospace engineering & ops technicians

Aerospace engineers

Commercial spaceflight expansion
Small satellite viability

Drone proliferation across sectors
Fuel-efficient aircraft redesign

Increased accessibility to space
Integration of computer & electronic instruments
Advancements in hybrid-electric aircraft

Industrial Sage U.S. Manufacturing Investment Tracker  Figure 23
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Changes in the Employment Horizon

Counterintuitively, the rise of artificial
intelligence could hasten a return to
industrial values. A growing cadre of
entrepreneurs see the future not in apps,
video games, and social media, but in using
tactile skills to perform tasks that Al cannot
easily replace. The new technology is
displacing the tech world’s former stars, the
software writers, who are proving vulnerable
to what economists refer to as “skills-based
technological change.”

Al-generated scripts threaten even many
“creative jobs,” including acting, writing,
and journalism. Al programs can already
outperform most college graduates in
analytical abilities and basic writing or
computation, and they can generate
pictures, music, and poetry. We may be

on the brink of a period that, as one study
suggests, could bring “an unprecedented
wave of displacement of mental labourers.”
Right now, America seems “no country for
young grads.”

Yet even as the soft tech world recedes,
traditional manufacturing-oriented
communities in the vast hinterland are
benefiting from re-shoring businesses and
foreign investment. Indiana, Wisconsin,
Michigan, lowa, and Ohio as well as the
more recently industrialized southern states
such as Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi,
Tennessee, and Kentucky, dominate the list
of states with the highest concentrations
of industrial jobs. Many of these states also
lead in new industrial investment, whichis a
key harbinger of future growth.


https://www.wsj.com/articles/ai-jobs-replace-tech-workers-8f3dc92
https://www.wsj.com/articles/ai-jobs-replace-tech-workers-8f3dc92
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-025-02490-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-025-02490-9
https://www.statista.com/statistics/750093/jobs-added-from-reshoring-and-fdi-by-state-us/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/750093/jobs-added-from-reshoring-and-fdi-by-state-us/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/750093/jobs-added-from-reshoring-and-fdi-by-state-us/
https://www.realclearenergy.org/articles/2025/05/21/ohios_manufacturing_renaissance_a_blueprint_for_american_prosperity_1111461.html
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiOTg4ODE4OGYtYmVmMS00ZTFhLTg1MjQtMzc4ODUwODQ2OTM4IiwidCI6ImY2OGI2ZDZjLWIyMjItNGQwYS1hZjc0LTVlNGEwMGFkMzVkZCIsImMiOjN9
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Ten states hold the published manufacturing
investment total

Announced manufacturing investment since 2025, projects of
$50m and above. Grey states are outside the published top ten
ANNOUNCED INVESTMENT

Under $100bn $100-250bn
$250-500bn I $500bn or more
uT IN

CA

NC

AK HI

TOP TEN STATES

W TX $671.4bn NC $139.6bn
VA $311.8bn IN $102.2bn
NY $275.1bn MD $80.5bn
AZ $272.6bn CA $78.0bn
ID $260.5bn uT $60.5bn

Source: IndustrialSage US Manufacturing Investment Figure 24

Tracker, 24 August 2026 (CC BY 4.0). Only the top ten
states are published. Multi-state projects are counted in full
against every state named, so these totals overlap

Texas has attracted more than twice the
manufacturing investment of any other state

Announced manufacturing investment by state, 2025

Texas

Virginia SN $260.50n
idaho | $200.5bn
Arizona I $172.2bn

North Carolina [l $108.6bn
Maryland ] $80.1bn
California [Jijj $76.9bn

Utah [JJj $60.0bn

Massachusetts [JJ] $51.8bn

Indiana [Jli] $46.9bn

Source: Industrial Sage manufacturing investment tracker Figure 25

In the old Midwest, lower costs as well as
their skilled work forces are powering job
growth. Rustbelt regions are especially

27

well positioned here. The authors of “The
Smartest Places on Earth: Why Rustbelts are
the Emerging Hotspots of Global Innovation”
write that self-driving cars, wearable
devices, smart grid, and smart farming are

all best developed in regions with a legacy of
industrial expertise.

It is unlikely that manufacturing will become
the prime source of new jobs directly, but it
will act as a stimulus for the overall economy.
Even though employment has remained
relatively flat, manufacturing output

has risen significantly in the past year and
also over the longer term.

Manufacturing’s importance stems from
the far higher multiplier effect it has on
employment than jobs in the domestic
service sector do, although high end
business services also drive employment
gains. According to one study, each new
job in manufacturing creates 0.4 new jobs
in other trade industries and 0.9 jobs in

the local service sector, including retail

and restaurants. In contrast, the multiplier
effect on employment is low in the
domestic service sector, with each public
sector job creating only 0.25 additional
jobs. Manufacturing’s disproportionate
contribution to both productivity growth and
job growth explains why, with the exception
of a few tax havens and petro-states,

the world’s richest and most developed
countries tend to be manufacturing
economies, rather than countries whose
economies depend on services like tourism
or commodity exports like agriculture and
minerals.

Al and the skilled trades

Roughly thirty-five million Americans

work in the trades. Software or robots are
unlikely to replace plumbers and movers in
the foreseeable future. It turns out that the
future of work for many Americans may be
less about analytical skills than about fixing
and building things. The big opportunities
now lie in building data centers, which


https://www.amazon.com/Smartest-Places-Earth-Rustbelts-Innovation/dp/1610394356
https://www.amazon.com/Smartest-Places-Earth-Rustbelts-Innovation/dp/1610394356
https://www.amazon.com/Smartest-Places-Earth-Rustbelts-Innovation/dp/1610394356
https://www.city-journal.org/article/ai-data-center-construction-worker-jobs
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requires skilled tradespeople, as opposed

to digital engineering. Remarkably Meta,

the digital economy’s exemplar, has opened
a center for practical skill training; the
project’s first iteration, one focused on fiber
installation, received 35,000 applications for
one thousand openings.

Even as demand for some skilled trades is
likely to grow, automation may eliminate
other blue-collar jobs. In 2022, the highest
percentages of skilled trade workers were
found in transportation and material moving
(39%) and production (25%). These jobs,
which constitute 64% of all skilled trades
jobs, may be vulnerable to technological
innovations like self-driving trucks and robot
warehouse forklifts. Skilled trade jobs may
be more difficult to eliminate in construction
and extraction (18% in 2022), installation,
maintenance, and repair (17% in 2022), and
farming, forestry, and fishing (1%).

Phoenix and Dallas more than doubled their
blue collar workforce

Change in blue collar employment, 2014-2025, ten
fastest-growing large markets

Phoenix
I, 527
Dallas-Plano-Irving
I 117
New York-White Plains
I 02
Houston

I o
Minneapolis-St. Paul
I 03
Philadelphia

I 7%

Riverside-San Bernardino
I 57

Los Angeles-Long Beach

I <7

Chicago-Naperville

I 2

Atlanta

I 5

Source: Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics,
BLS

Figure 26
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Palantir’s Alex Karp notes that the future
job market favors either the extreme tech
whizzes (at least until the machines catch
up) or occupations difficult to replace

with robots. Al entrepreneur Rony Abovitz
suggests that the “sophisticated, technically
capable blue-collar worker” could be among
Al's biggest winners. This is not so much
areturn to assembly line drudgery, but

to advanced manufacturing jobs that are
growing even as some traditional industrial
employment may decline.

The Al era’s changing workforce

One of Al's most profound implications is its
effect on education. In the past, having one,
two, or even three degrees was seen as a
ticket to a good job. But just having a degree
is not sufficient, and by some analyses, more
degrees may not be as useful in an era when
Al can perform many tasks more efficiently.
Even major employers are de-emphasizing
academic credentials in favor of practical
skills, experience, and practical problem
solving.

In the emerging Al economy, even
practiced “geeks” are vulnerable to

what economists refer to as “skills

based technological change.” Despite

big tech companies’ soaring profits, Al
programming tools have been widely tied
to massive layoffs, including at companies
like Amazon, Intel, Meta, and Microsoft.
Even startups like Block, a fintech run

by Twitter co-founder Jack Dorsey, have
recently laid off many employees. In the first
three months of 2026, there were 52,000
tech layoffs, up 40% from 2025. Walmart
now projects that Al also will accelerate
the loss of some blue-collar jobs such as
warehouse workers. M.IT. predicts at least
10% of all U.S. jobs are at risk overall. But
at least in the short run, the pain will be
greater in places like Silicon Valley, which is
the epicenter of Al development. A recent
study by Joint Venture Silicon Valley predicts
that Al threatens upwards of 400,000 jobs
in the area. So too does it threaten those


https://www.newsweek.com/palantir-ceo-says-only-two-types-will-succeed-job-market-11743080
https://www.wsj.com/articles/ai-jobs-replace-tech-workers-8f3dc92
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/20/business/ai-coding-software-engineers.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/20/business/ai-coding-software-engineers.html
https://fortune.com/2025/07/01/amazon-ceo-andy-jassy-ai-fewer-jobs/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/24/technology/intel-layoffs-25000.html
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2023/apr/19/meta-layoffs-facebook-cuts-workers
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/02/technology/microsoft-layoffs-ai.html
https://nypost.com/2026/04/02/business/ai-pushes-2026-tech-layoffs-past-50k-and-counting-employers-say/
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/walmart-says-65-stores-serviced-211828454.html;
https://www.axios.com/2026/02/02/blue-collar-ai-robots
https://www.wsj.com/articles/inside-walmarts-warehouse-of-the-future-6f17d17a
https://www.globest.com/2025/12/03/mit-finds-hidden-wave-of-ai-job-losses/?kw=MIT%20Finds%20Hidden%20Wave%20of%20AI%20Job%20Losses&user_id=ed4fa0d48d84fb8a3d472e019414d9c499abb00fc2a1d19d8f759a60796b9891
https://www.mercurynews.com/2026/04/09/bay-area-tech-economy-jobs-google-apple-ai-nvidia-facebook-work-home/?utm_email=946A246FF4C5E46CD42B54FF25&lctg=946A246FF4C5E46CD42B54FF25&active=no&listId=%23Listrak%5clistId%23&utm_source=listrak&utm_medium=email&utm_term=https%3a%2f%2fwww.mercurynews.com%2f2026%2f04%2f09%2fbay-area-tech-economy-jobs-google-apple-ai-nvidia-facebook-work-home%2f&utm_campaign=bang-multi_pubs-morning_report-nl&utm_content=manual
https://jointventure.org/publications/silicon-valley-index
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occupations built to service tech elites’
marketing, accountancy, and legal needs.

San Francisco and San Jose are suffering
the nation’s biggest employment declines in
these fields. This pattern is also spreading
to the broader professional classes.
Employment in most business service fields
such as publishing, marketing, educational
services, and content creation have either
flatlined or declined. Goldman Sachs,

for example, now claims that Al reduces
office jobs far faster than new ones can be
generated. In a recent survey, two-thirds of
business leaders suggested ChatGPT will
lead to large layoffs of white-collar workers
over the next five years.

Exposure to LLMs rises with education, then
collapses beyond doctoral level
Share of jobs affected by large language models, by typical

education level required
High school diploma [JjJjj 3.0%
Postsecondary certificate [Jij 4.6%

Some college courses | 106
Associate's degree [ IIINGE -8
Bachelor's degree |G 8.0
Level 7 (unlabelled) |G 15 6%
Level 8 (unlabelled) [IIENEGgGEEEE 18 6%
Master's degree [N 5 2%
Professional degree | NN 207
Doctoral degree |GGG 1© °°

Post-doctoral training

Post-doctoral training is the reversal: exposure less than half
the doctoral level

Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics, via Forrester. Values Figure 27
measured from the published chart, which carried no data
labels

Revising the education system

The education system has been slow to
adjust to these realities. Today corporate
leaders in firms like Amazon and Walmart
are forced to look more to specific training
programs rather than rely on the colleges
and universities for workforce development.
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Much of this reflects academia’s ideological
indoctrination and lower standards. At
Harvard, 60% of grades are As compared

to 25% two decades ago.” This is occurring
even as students enter college less
academically prepared than in the past.

A report from the University of California
revealed that increasing numbers of
students require instruction in mathematics
at the high school and even elementary level.

A recent N.l.H. paper asserts that college
students increasingly suffer from “brain

rot” that affects their cognitive abilities.
Employers report that recent graduates are
short on critical thinking skills. Gallup reports
that overall, the percentage of Americans
who express “a great deal of confidence” in
education has fallen in the past decade from
60% to 40%.

This decline has occurred during a decades-
long, massive increase in college enrollment,
which increased almost 80% between 1970
and 2010. The mass production of liberal
arts majors in particular, which is a source

of employment for academics, seems

oddly removed from basic reality. America
may be running low on skilled workers,
doctors, medical technicians, and aerospace
engineers, but it faces no such problem

with post-modernist English professors.
There are very few new jobs in academia,
particularly at the tenure level. Fields like
history, English, and philosophy, which were
captured by the ideological left, are losing
the most students.


https://gadlevanon.substack.com/p/more-on-californias-job-loss?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=6755490&post_id=191871335&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=18g2be&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://www.globest.com/2026/04/08/goldman-says-ai-is-cutting-entry-level-office-jobs-faster-than-it-creates-them/
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Layoff rates in professional services and
information are climbing again

Layoffs and discharges rate, 12-month moving average. Shaded
band is the 2020 recession

Professional & business services [l Information
Total private
3.0

2.5

2.0

: | / Y
. J/f"\_./’ M\/”

0.5
2017 2019 2021 2023 2025

Source: Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey, BLS, via  Figure 28
FRED (JTU540099LDR, JTU5100LDR, JTU1000LDR)

In contrast, though they face D.E.|l. pressures,
less radicalized fields like business,
engineering, and hard sciences generally
offer more promise both for students

and society. But for many young people,
going to a trade school or simply entering
the workforce is a more likely and better
option. This paradigm will also decline as the
number of 17-year-olds continues to drop.

The number of 17-year-olds peaks in 2025,
then falls for fifteen years

Estimated number of 17-year-olds in the United States at the
start of each school year, millions

M Actual Projected, 2024 onwards
4.75
4.50
4.25
4.00
3.75
3.50
2010 2020 2030 2040

A fall of about 820,000 from the 2025 peak — down 18% by
2040

Source: US Census Bureau, via The Chronicle. Projections
based on 2023 population data and exclude immigration.

Figure 29

Young people and their families are
increasingly looking towards skills-

based, career alternatives. Since 2010,
undergraduate enrollment has dropped
from 18.1 million to 15.4 million, and the
percentage of B.A.s headed to graduate
school has fallen precipitously over the past
two decades. Over the past decade, five
hundred U.S. private schools have closed,
which is three times the closure rate of the
previous decade, and another four hundred
or more will shutter their doors over the next
decade.

A recent Gates Foundation study suggested
decreasing interest among those under 30
in four-year college degrees and greater
interest in trade schools, particularly at

a time when many skilled jobs remain
unfilled, is a sentiment most parents share.
The proportion of young people attending
vocational schools has grown by 16% in
2023 to the highest level since 2018. This
marks a major attitudinal shift. Americans
have more faith in two-year colleges, where
over 40% of undergraduates are enrolled,
than in four-year schools.


https://www.city-journal.org/article/reference-manual-scientific-evidence-courts
https://gadlevanon.substack.com/p/the-2009-peak-that-elite-colleges?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=6755490&post_id=196435966&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=3prtm&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://gadlevanon.substack.com/p/the-2009-peak-that-elite-colleges?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=6755490&post_id=196435966&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=3prtm&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
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This is a well-advised shift towards tactile
skills. According to the Federal Reserve
Bank of New York, even among those who
finish university, more than 40% of recent
graduates aged 22 to 27 are underemployed,
meaning they are working in jobs that do
not require their degree. These young
people, who include industrial workers and
entrepreneurs, are on the front lines of
creating what could evolve into an American
“industrial commons.”

The growing need for practical skills

Arvind Kaushal, leader of the manufacturing
practice at Booz & Company, estimates

that there will be some 600,000 new
manufacturing jobs opened in this decade.
Part of the problem is an aging workforce:
the proportion of the skilled manufacturing
workforce over the age of fifty-five has
doubled in the last ten years, and 50% of the
active workers are above the age of forty-
five.

These realities are changing the attitudes of
both younger people and their parents. One
recent survey found that roughly 83% of Gen
Z, including 90% of those who already hold
college degrees, feel that learning a skilled
trade can be a better pathway to economic
security than college. Even as college
enrollment has fallen a full 11% in the past
decade, enrollment in trade schools has
grown by 10%. During the same period, the
percentage of elite college bachelors going
to graduate school has plummeted.
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Teenagers rate on-the-job training and
licences above a four-year degree

Share rating each option excellent or good value, 2023 survey

M High school students Not enrolled

On-the-job training

I ©: 7

Course to receive a license

I 707

Course for a professional certificate

e

4-year college or university

I 727

2-year or community college

I GO

Trade or vocational school

I GO

Single-subject short course

I o

Bootcamp programme

I 6%

Source: Gates Foundation, Value of Education and Training  Figure 30
Opportunities, 2023

Colleges can continue to play an important
educational role by stressing practical

skills such as industrial, chemical, or

civil engineering that are critical to

the production of goods. The five fastest-
growing fields for engineers are in
biomedical, petroleum, and civil engineering.

Meeting the new demand

The shifting employment landscape requires
a new focus on practical skills. When Ford
recently opened for five thousand mechanic
jobs, some paying $160,000, they struggled
to find takers. Navy Secretary John Phelan
notes that there is an unmet demand for
such workers, but the jobs must more

than what they would make at an Amazon
warehouse, retail store, or restaurant.


https://press.thumbtack.com/announcements/new-report-from-thumbtack-examines-forces-behind-skilled-trade-labor-shortage-offering-optimistic-outlook-for-the-future/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2024/07/11/gen-z-trade-school-college-ai-workforce/74090234007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2024/07/11/gen-z-trade-school-college-ai-workforce/74090234007/
https://blog.thumbtack.com/young-people-want-skilled-trades-careers-so-whats-stopping-them-cab3fc35a846
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Some states are rising to the challenge.
Ohio, where new plants are growing in
numbers second only to Texas, concern
over worker training and recruitment has
led to a proliferation of training programs.
Kentucky, Nebraska, and Tennessee also
have developed flexible training programs
modeled on the successful approach
European countries like Germany, Sweden,
and Denmark have employed.

The shift to a material economy could
accelerate the demographic trends
discussed in Part One. The blue-collar
workers who operate these new facilities
have good reason to seek their futures in the
smaller or peripheral communities that offer
them the best chance of achieving a middle-
class standard of living.

Phoenix and Dallas more than doubled their
blue collar workforce
Change in blue collar employment, 2014-2025, ten

fastest-growing large markets

Phoenix

I, 527
Dallas-Plano-Irving
I 117
New York-White Plains
I, 027
Houston
P
Minneapolis-St. Paul
I 037
Philadelphia

I 7'

Riverside-San Bernardino
I 57

Los Angeles-Long Beach

I <7

Chicago-Naperville

I 2%

Atlanta

I e

Source: Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics,
BLS

Figure 31
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In contrast, traditional big manufacturing
metros like Los Angeles and San Jose are
among the worst for blue-collar workers and
increasingly lag even states like Mississippi
and Alabama in terms of educational results.
The high cost of living, which high taxes and
regulation exacerbate, have been squeezing
out smaller industries and other businesses
that offer working class employment in
these traditional manufacturing states. A
New York Times survey of the best places
for good jobs for workers without four-year
degrees identified cities like Toledo, Ohio;
Anchorage, Alaska; Des Moines, lowa; and
Birmingham, Alabama among the best eight
regions.

Service sector jobs: from “learn to code” to
“learn to care”

Most Americans will continue to work

in the service sector. Fears of mass
unemployment in a jobs apocalypse are
likely to be unfounded, but there will be real
and wrenching changes in service sector
employment. The most important change
will be the long-term rise of health care and
elder care. Two trends will cause this: the
U.S. and other low-fertility nations’ aging
populations, and the falling costs of many
medical goods and services that may make
them accessible to people with lower and
lower incomes.
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Health care is pulling US employment up while
professional services falls

Employment, January 2023 = 100. FIIPB is finance, information
and professional & business services

n3
m
109
107
105
103 - Total nonfarm
101

99

- FIIPB

97
2023 2024 2025 2026

Health care +2.83m jobs; FIIPB -638,000; all industries
+4.30m

Source: Current Employment Statistics, BLS, via FRED Figure 32

In 2024, total factor fertility (T.F.R.) in

the U.S. sank to arecord low of 1.62

births per woman in a lifetime. Absent an
unprecedented and unlikely expansion of
native fertility or a politically unthinkable
increase in mass immigration, the result of
this trend will be that the elderly will make up
an increasing share of the U.S. population in
the rest of this century, while the proportion
that is young will decline. In itself, population
aging need not be a problem, particularly

if medical advances can extend the period
of active and healthy life for all Americans.
But even with new technology assisting, a
growing share of the population will need
family caregivers or paid workers to provide
personal care. At the same time, the health
care share of the U.S. economy will grow,
because the elderly disproportionately
consume it.

The growing importance of health care in the
service sector is already reflected in current
jobs statistics. According to the Bureau

of Labor Statistics, the category of “home
health and personal care aides” between
2024 and 2034 is projected to add nearly
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740,000 jobs, which is nearly three times as
many as each of the next three categories:
software developers (267,700), stockers
and order fillers (235,000), and fast food and
counter workers (233,200). The latter three
jobs are more vulnerable to automation, so
the disproportionate share of health and
home care jobs among all new jobs will likely
increase over time.

Healthcare leads on both the rate and the scale
of projected growth

Projected change in employment by industry sector, 2024-34.
All industries +3.1%

Growth [ Decline

Healthcare & social assistance
Professional & scientific
Information

Arts & recreation

Utilities

Management of companies
Construction

Accommodation & food
Wholesale trade

Finance & insurance

Real estate & leasing
Transportation & warehousing
Other services

Administrative & waste
Agriculture & forestry
Educational services
Manufacturing

Government -0.1%
Retail trade -1.2%
Mining, oil & gas -1.6%

Healthcare accounts for 40% of all net job growth: +1.98m of
5.0m

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS),
Occupational Outlook Handbook

Figure 33

Hospitals are already the sixth largest U.S.
employers. Twelve percent of the American
workforce is employed in ambulatory care
services, hospitals, and nursing or residential
care institutions. That percentage is higher
than the share of the American workforce in
manufacturing (8%).
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Downtown office towers of transactional
cities filled with floor after floor of clerical
workers and managers were a symbol that
characterized the mid-twentieth century.

By the mid-twenty-first century, medical
complexes like the Texas Medical Center in
Houston, nicknamed “the medical mini-city,”
may be the symbol of the new, dominant,
service sector economy. The Texas Medical
Center employs more than 100,000 people,
receives ten million patients a year, and
boasts the world’s highest concentration of
clinical and biomedical research facilities. To
meet the area’s shift to outer suburbs, the
Medical Center is busily building another
huge medical complex in the region’s distant
western reaches.

The emerging health care economy shares
two characteristics with the resurgent
hardware economy in the traded goods
sector. First, many if not most new health
care jobs are likely to require on-the-job
training and skills certification rather than
traditional four-year- college degrees.
Additionally, like the hardware sector, the
health care sector is poised for growth in the
low-density urban periphery. New hospitals,
urgent care clinics, and medical offices will
often be located outside of dense urban
areas in the suburbs and exurbs, where most
Americans will live and where real estate
and operating costs are cheaper. Already
former shopping malls, big box retail stores,
and office buildings in American suburbs are
being repurposed as medical centers.

In Nashville, for example, One Hundred Oaks
Mall has been converted into a “medical
mall,” occupied in part by Vanderbilt
University Medical Center. Dover, Delaware
has converted Blue Hen Mall into a

medical and government services center,
while Pennsylvania Main Line Health has
converted 32,000 square feet of Exton
Square Mall into an ambulatory care and
M.R.l. center. In the Redbird suburb of Dallas,
the UT Southwestern Medical Center is an
anchor tenant on the site of a former Sears
store in The Shops at Redbird. Columbus,
Indiana has combined two of the growth
industries in the service sector of the Al-
influenced future—health care and amenity
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and recreation. There, the former Fair Oaks
Mall has been transformed into Nexus Park,
where Columbus Regional Health shares
space with shopping and dining options, a
recreation center, and walking trails.

A new infrastructure and governing
philosophy

Neither the emerging hardware or health
care economies are likely to locate to the
great legacy cities, or even to the most elite
metropolitan areas, but to the periphery’s
new geography of opportunity. Achieving
this goal will require new approaches to
infrastructure and governance and the
continued production of housing that can
keep living costs affordable.

Policies created during the first industrial
revolution and later by the rise of the digital
sector cannot meet our future social and
economic needs. As the economy changes
and people disperse, we need a whole new
approach to how we house, govern, and
imagine our cities.



Part Three

Making The Opportunity City
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“A great city is not to be confounded with a
populous one.”

Aristotle

Progressive urbanists peddle a familiar
vision of their ideal city of the future. It is
dense, filled with high-rise neighborhoods
where people walk or ride bicycles or buses.
In the distance, high-speed passenger
trains whiz past white windmills and solar
panel clusters that generate the city’s
clean energy. No one privately owns a car,
and fossil fuels have been eliminated. The
urban planners, academics, journalists, and
non-profit advocacy groups who belong

to the school of progressive urbanism
promote variants of this utopian vision with
evangelical fervor.
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As we showed in Part One, this utopian
vision stands at odds with long-standing and
continuing social trends driven by decisions
families and businesses are making. Urban
density has been trending down for years.
As we discuss below, rather than lowering
prices, imposing density on cities and

towns achieves the opposite effect. Big
cities, for the most part, are losing residents
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to domestic migration because they no
longer serve people’s needs or meet their
aspirations.

Opportunity cities will be those that meet
not the challenges from half a century ago,
but the challenges of the next half century.
Developments in technology, combined with
economic trends and ordinary workers and
homeowners’ preferences, ensure that the
future landscape will be more decentralized,
more suburban, and more exurban, and even
more small town-based than it is today. We
can also hope that opportunity cities will
develop the infrastructures appropriate for
the next urban era.

Housing the opportunity city

One of the most daunting immediate
challenges is how we will house our future
population. Governments’ equally important
challenge is how to create a regulatory
environment that promotes housing
development. Governments that are open

to meeting market demands, like those

in Texas, differ markedly from those that
impose restrictions on the development that
most Americans are choosing, that is, single-
family homes, located largely in suburban,
exurban, and small-town environments,
including on the far outskirts of New York.

In many cases, land costs, which regulations
oftenincrease, is the primary factor
influencing Americans decision to move out
of cities.

Along with inflation, young Americans rank
housing as their top financial concern.
They worry about attaining the foundations
of middle-class life, which includes spacious
and affordable housing. A March 2025
Institute for Family Studies report, Homes
For Young Families: A Pro-Family Housing
Agenda, found that since 1970, the share

of young adults who own their home

has declined from 50% to around 25-30%.
The best hope for many of them lies with
inheritance. This may be reasonable for the
offspring of the upper-middle class, who
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own up to $35 trillion in home equity, but not
ideal for all others.

Each generation owns less at the same age
than the one before

US homeownership rate by birth decade, by current age
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Age
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Chart after @ryanradia. Source: author’s calculations from
the Current Population Survey ASEC 1976-2025 via
IPUMS-CPS.

Figure 34

Some libertarians propose ending

zoning, thus giving developers free rein in
historically lower-density neighborhoods,
as a solution. This is unpopular evenin
California, where, according to a poll by
former Obama campaign pollster David
Binder, a large majority opposed legislation
Governor Newsom signed in 2021 that
effectively banned single-family zoning

in much of the state. Some also openly
support movements by Wall Street firms
such as Blackstone and U.K.’s Lloyds Bank
to buy homes in hot markets and turn them
into rentals, thus boosting home prices and
laying the foundations for what they claim
will be a future “rentership” society.

This density-first approach, however, does
not lower prices, as is sometimes suggested.
In fact, U.S. data suggests a positive

correlation between greater density and
housing costs. Among fifty-three major
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metros, those with more single-family
housing and larger lot sizes (key indicators
of lower density) have substantially better
housing affordability. One recent study
found the median income family in highly
regulated San Jose or San Francisco would
need 125 years (150 in Los Angeles) to save
for a down payment on a median priced new
home in those cities; in Atlanta and Houston,
the figure is twelve years.

California house prices have risen from under
three times income to nearly nine

Median multiple: median house price divided by median
household income

10

. Other markets

0
1950 1970 1990 2010 2025

California peaked at 9.9 times income in 2021, against 4.7
nationally

Derived from Census Bureau, Harvard University and
Demographia.

Figure 35

As in so many areas, the essential problem
lies in the disconnect between public
preference and progressive policy mantras.
Despite recent reforms, regulations in
California remain aimed at curtailing
suburban development. In fact, despite the
97% of Californians who commute by car,
legislation added new penalties for areas
where driving is the predominant mode of
transport. Not surprisingly, California has
the second-lowest homeownership rate in
the nation at 56% (at 54%, New York’s is
the lowest). These policies are particularly
destructive for young people’s aspirations.

In contrast, states like Texas where building
is less regulated function far more freely.


https://www.cato.org/testimony/how-private-equity-landlords-are-changing-housing-market
https://www.newgeography.com/content/007221-higher-urban-densities-associated-with-worst-housing-affordability
https://www.newgeography.com/content/007221-higher-urban-densities-associated-with-worst-housing-affordability
https://www.newgeography.com/content/007221-higher-urban-densities-associated-with-worst-housing-affordability
https://www.ocregister.com/2025/08/31/how-sacramento-makes-housing-less-affordable-while-claiming-to-fix-it/
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Prices certainly might rise with demand,

but when production grows rapidly, as it has
in places like Phoenix, Austin, and Dallas,
they also inevitably decrease when supply
becomes too robust. This lowers prices for
both buyers and renters. New Zealand, once
an ultra-expensive locale, recently applied
similarly liberal land policies with comparable
results.

California builds about a third of the homes it
says it needs
Annual housing production and estimated need

CA need (high estimate)

CA need (low estimate)

Texas 2024, single-family

CA actual, 2024

A shortfall of 80,000 to 212,000 homes a year

Source: California Department of Housing and Community Figure 32
Development, 2025 Statewide Housing Plan; Texas Real .
Estate Research Center, Texas A&M University Figure 36

If the government allows it, technology
could also contribute to affordability. Unlike
most other industries, home-building has
made few innovations since the 1950s. More
affordable, manufactured, and modular
homes, perhaps eventually constructed

by Al-enabled robots, could reduce

costs. According to a 2019 McKinsey &
Company report, modular housing has the
potential to speed up construction by up to
50%. An even more promising technology
may be the use of 3-D printers to build new
homes at far lower prices.

The social and political costs of poor
housing policy

Addressing the housing crisis is a
prerequisite for restoring upward mobility,
particularly for the young. In 1950, more
than half of 30-year-olds were married and
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owned their own homes; by some estimates,
that figure is now barely one in eight. Simply
put, every generation born between the
1930s and 1960s has achieved close to 80%
homeownership in the U.S., but those born

in or after the 1970s are lagging. Goldman
Sachs expects this situation to worsen in
coming years.

Saving a deposit takes 36 years in San
Francisco and 1.3 in San Antonio

Years of saving required for a down payment. The ten slowest
and ten fastest of 50 major markets

B Slowest ten Average Fastest ten

san Francisco [IIIINIEIGgGNEEEEEEE 365
san Jose [ 362
Los Angeles [INNEENENEGEGEGEGEGEGEGENEEEEEEEEEEEN 341
San Diego | 30
New York NG 23 4
Seattle |GG 2.6
Boston NG 205
Sacramento |GG 202
Portland |G 15 °
Denver NG 146

Average of 50
St. Louis
Atlanta
Tucson
Oklahoma City
Jacksonville
Birmingham
Houston
Memphis
Virginia Beach

San Antonio

Source: National Association of Realtors. '

Figure 37


https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2023/01/23/can-3-d-printing-help-solve-the-housing-crisis
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California’s homeownership gap is widest
among under-35s
Homeownership rate, California and the United States, 2023

B California United States

All adults

I 56

Adults under 35

I 2%

Gap to the national rate: 9 points for all adults, 14 points for
under-35s

Source: US Census Bureau, Housing Vacancies and
Homeownership (CPS/HVS); American Community Survey
2023

Figure 38

The housing crisis also undermines the
future of the family. Inthe U.S., a new
Institute for Family Studies analysis of 2020
Census data found that one in six women
were “child-free” by the time they reached
the end of their childbearing years, up from
oneintenin1980. Indeed, the share of U.S.
adults aged 25-54 without partners has
risen from 29% in 1990 to 38% in 2019.
Expanded home ownership could prove one
way to boost sagging fertility.

Unless we address this fertility decline, it
suggests a troubling future. Marriage is a
key element of success that leads to higher
incomes, lower child poverty, and higher
fertility rates. Dropping marriage and fertility
rates could reduce demand for such things
as houses and accelerate economic decline.
Economist Gary Becker notes that, over
time, the dearth of young people could also
undermine our innovative economy, which
we already see happening in East Asia and
Europe’s slowdowns.
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Only 18% of California households can afford
the median home

Share of households able to afford the median-priced home,
2025

Texas
United States
California

Texas households are twice as likely as Californian ones to
afford their state’'s median home

Source: California Association of Realtors, Q4 2025
Traditional Housing Affordability Index; National
Association of Realtors, 2025

Figure 39

The Great Dispersion described in Part One
could play a critical role in counteracting
these troubling demographic trends. As we
pointed out, as legacy cities become more
single-orientated and left-leaning, far fewer
children are born there. The highest birth
rates are in cities and towns with fewer than
250,000 residents.

None of this suggests we favor a one-size-
fits all model of housing and neighborhood
structure. There is room for far-flung exurbs
and dense, walkable communities alike.
Instead of favoring one option, public policy
should focus on the basics and let American
families and firms expand as their market
preferences and social needs require.

Work location

Progressive urbanists are as mistaken about
the future of work and workplaces as they
are about energy and transportation. New
urbanists envision high-density, car-less
utopias filled with happy, attractive people
strolling and bicycling in tree-lined streets
and parks in the shadow of tall buildings and
distant high-speed passenger trains. But
where do these people work?

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries, a small number of “superstar”
cities with highly developed metropolitan
areas experienced a renaissance in their


https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-05-19/which-electorates-are-most-left-and-right-leaning-vote-compass/101078018
https://committeetounleashprosperity.com/hotlines/where-have-all-the-children-gone-to-red-counties/
https://committeetounleashprosperity.com/hotlines/where-have-all-the-children-gone-to-red-counties/
file:///C:\Users\JoelKotkin\Dropbox\rcp\The%20519%20Metro%20and%20Micro%20areas%20in%20the%202023%20American%20Community%20Survey,
file:///C:\Users\JoelKotkin\Dropbox\rcp\The%20519%20Metro%20and%20Micro%20areas%20in%20the%202023%20American%20Community%20Survey,
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urban cores. Mainstream Americans did not
drive it. Instead, three groups powered this
gentrification: rich people who wanted to
live in prestigious urban locations among
other rich people; the two classes of their
retainers—menial servants and service
workers—who were disproportionately
immigrants from other countries; and
college-educated professionals, many of
whom had family wealth and connections.

Meanwhile, many working-class and
middle-class people, including immigrants,
migrated to cheaper suburbs in the same
metro area or from high-cost states like
California and New York to states like Texas
and Florida with lower taxes and cheaper
real estate. The native-born poor of these
superstar cities often remained because
local welfare systems that provided housing,
food, and income locked them in. What
remained of the middle class tended to be
public sector employees, teachers, police,
and first responders who enjoyed enough
wealth to afford housing in exurbia or even a
neighboring state.

Superstar cities depend on the steady inflow
of these three populations—therich, the
low-wage immigrants who perform menial
jobs, and college-educated professionals.
That inflow is now in danger of diminishing.
Progressive Democrats enjoy one-party
control of most large American cities, and
their enthusiasm for wealth taxes on the

rich is driving billionaires to other cities and
states. As they leave, they take much of the
urban tax base with them. Al-driven shifts, as
discussed in Part Two, will accelerate these
trends.

It seems likely that most “jobs of the future”
will be found in low-density areas outside

of CBDs. New industrial structures like data
centers and logistics and manufacturing
facilities tend to be located in suburbs

or rural areas with low real estate costs.
Opposition to data centers is growing; in
the future, it may only be feasible to build
them in remote areas and only with strong
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incentives. As discussed in Part Two, the
jobs of the future will be different from those
that drove the legacy cities’ ascendancy.
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics,
the traditional clerical office jobs that
powered the legacy city will not be the
biggest demand for new jobs between 2024
and 2034.

Austin and Denver led growth in advanced
industry jobs after Covid
Change in advanced industry employment, Q1 2021to Q3 2023

Austin [N 21 2%
penver NG 20 3%
mviami | 550
Charlotte |IIININGgQGEGEGEGE 2 °%
san Francisco |G 47
Boston NG 4 4%
san Jose [N 4%
Nashville |G 3%
Dallas-Fort Worth | 8-8%
Seattle [IIIEGNE 7-8%
Atlanta [ 7.7
Columbus [N 7-2%
Kansas City [ 6-8%

Orange County ] 2.1%
San Diego ] 1.7%

Phoenix ] 1.0%

Los Angeles County | 0.4%

Source: Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages Figure 40

At the same time, many managers and
professionals will be able to work remotely
or in suburban offices closer to their home,
making spending fortunes on downtown
office space an unnecessary expenditure
for firms. Similarly, passenger rail and mass
transit will remain insignificant in the U.S

in part due to rising perceptions that they
are unsafe, making any material increase

in patronage unlikely. UCLA researcher
Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris has found that
fear of crime and harassment can result

in potential patronage avoiding transit
altogether.”
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Airports—also morally questionable among
greens and progressives—will remain
important for passenger travel and freight
transportation. Urban theorist John D.
Kasarda’s “aerotropolis” envisions new
residential and commercial areas growing

up around them. Unlike the utopia of
progressive urbanism, the real infrastructure
of the future will serve most Americans’
economic interests and lifestyle preferences.

King car

We must consider prevailing demographic
and economic shifts when deciding the best
future transportation investments. The U.S.
population is continually churning; mass
transit is not an effective substitute for large
numbers of commute trips. The chart below,
derived from University of Minnesota data,
illustrates this. Overall, among fifty large

U.S. metro areas, the average commuter can
reach nearly one hundred times as many
jobs in thirty minutes by car than by transit.
Autos—and future autonomous vehicles—
offer the great advantage of allowing

drivers to park their cars within walking
distance anywhere in the metro area. This is
impossible for many destinations when using
transit.

Working from home more than doubled while
driving alone fell

Share of US workers by means of travel to work

M 2019 2024

Drive alone

I 75.9%

Work from home

7

Car pool

E 5.0

Transit

Bl 5.0%

Derived from University of Minnesota data Figure 41
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The progressive urbanist vision also
misunderstands freight and passenger
transportation. It has been a century since
the auto enabled the replacement of most
forms of fixed-rail freight and personal
transportation. Electric batteries may
eventually replace internal combustion
engines, and smart, self-driving trucks and
cars may become the norm, but for now,
autos offer superior flexibility of point-to-
point travel.

Meanwhile, the half-century histrionic
urban ideologues have spent denouncing
“sprawl” has failed to discourage private car
ownership and usage in the U.S. More than
90% of American households own at least
one vehicle. According to the U.S. Census
Bureau, no more than 4% of Americans
commute by public mass transit in any form,
including buses.

The US vehicle fleet has grown by 42 million
since 2012

Cars and light trucks in operation in the United States, millions

290 . 291

250

240
2012 2015 2018 2022

Source: Hedges & Company. Figures for 2021 and 2022 are ~ Figure 42
projections

Personal cars vastly increase the geographic
range in which individuals can choose among
stores, schools, recreational opportunities,
and jobs. Access to individual car use is
particularly important for low-income people
whose employment often requires them

to travel to areas the fixed-route public
transportation systems does not cover.
Overall, in most places, the transit systems
critical to dense urbanism are in poor shape.
Remote work’s rise has further devastated


https://www.wsj.com/articles/subway-mta-bart-public-transit-new-york-boston-san-francisco-11673198418
https://www.wsj.com/articles/subway-mta-bart-public-transit-new-york-boston-san-francisco-11673198418
https://www.wsj.com/articles/subway-mta-bart-public-transit-new-york-boston-san-francisco-11673198418

them.

Some older metro areas, notably New

York, with one of the world’s largest central
business districts, still need transit at a large
scale. Overall, however, transit market share
has been sliding downhill for a generation.
Newer, faster growing metros such as
Dallas-Fort Worth, Houston, Denver, Seattle,
Portland, Miami, and Charlotte, have been
attempting to lure significant shares of
transit commuters, but even passionate
transit advocates have acknowledged that
these efforts have failed abysmally.

Perhaps most shocking has been the
consistent underperformance of transitin
both Los Angeles and the San Francisco
area, both of which have high density and
significant office concentrations in and
around their central core. According to the
Eno Foundation, Los Angeles has spent

at least $20 billion on 125 miles of urban

rail projects (subways and light rail), while
changing commuting patterns very little. The
L.A. system has failed to increase the share
of riders that rode the bus-only system three
decades ago.

Extraordinary markets like New York aside,
mass transit was already stagnating or
declining in many cities even before the
pandemic. In cutting edge Austin, the transit
market share is under 7% and the city’s plans
to boost this to 50% seems highly unlikely,

in part do the growth in ride share and
particularly autonomous taxis.

Building where the growth is going

The creation of new cities has along
history that dates to the “garden cities”
ideal of Britain’s Ebenezer Howard. The
New Deal’s progressive visionaries made
numerous attempts to build new cities in
the countryside that would allow people to
live and work in a semi-rural environment.
Today private corporations carry out much
of this work, rather than the government,
and the cities of the future are already here,
and include some of the most successful
and fastest-growing places that are virtually
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all in the exurbs. The population in the fifty
highest growth counties grew at 7.5 times
the rate of the other more than 3,100
counties from 2015 to 2020. Moreover, the
highest growth counties (including county
equivalents) had 1.8 million net domestic
migrants. Virtually all the fastest-growing
fifty counties in the country are suburban,
exurban, or within about two hours of these
areas.

Florida and Texas hold 15 of the 25
fastest-growing counties

Population growth from net domestic migration, 2015-2020.
Florida counties in orange, Texas in teal

St. Johns, FL
Hays, TX I 1047
Williamson, TX N 17.0%
Charlotte, FL
Washington, UT NG 16.7%
Pinal, AZ I 16.3%
Lake, FL
Pasco, FL
Deschutes, O~R NG 14.9%
Citrus, FL
Elis, TX I 14.5%
Hernando, FL
Forsyth, GA NN 14.4%
Johnston, NC NG 14.1%
Kootenai, ID I 13.-4%
York, SC NG 13.3%
Sussex, DE NG 13.2%
Manatee, FL
Denton, TX I 12.9%
Montgomery, TX I 12.7%
Williamson, TN NG 12.6%
St. Lucie, FL
Baldwin, AL NG 12.5%
Santa Rosa, FL
Polk, FL

Derived from Census Bureau population estimates Figure 43

A British study found that people who live

in suburbs report higher levels of happiness
than those who live in dense urban areas

or in the countryside. Studies in the U.S.
confirm this: people in suburbs or rural areas
tend to be happier than urban core dwellers.
Most Zoomers and Millennials are already
prefer living in the suburbs to dense cities.


https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-06-21/what-s-wrong-with-sunbelt-transportation-spending
https://www.newgeography.com/content/008269-has-transit-entered-death-spiral
https://www.newgeography.com/content/008269-has-transit-entered-death-spiral
https://www.newgeography.com/content/005800-los-angeles-transit-ridership-losses-lead-national-decline
https://www.newgeography.com/content/005800-los-angeles-transit-ridership-losses-lead-national-decline
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This contrasts with new urbanists’ assertion
that the nation’s now largest generation

had little interest in returning to the cul-de-
sacs of their youth and would reverse the
decades old pattern of suburban dispersal.

Even before the pandemic, observers noted
that even distant suburbs were evolving into
a kind of “hipsturbia,” with innovative retail,
restaurants, and cultural amenities. Robert
Shottenstein, C.E.O. of Columbus-based
builder M/l Homes, Inc., with projects in

the Midwest, Southeast, and Texas argued:
“This is a flight to safety and security. The
millennials are getting older and they are
transitioning as the start families.” Overall,
the population growth among 25-34-year-
olds in the highest growth counties easily
beats the national rate. From 2015 to 2019,
these counties had an increase of 12.8%

in 25-34 households. This is 3.8 times the
3.4% growth rate in the other counties.

The highest growth counties also have a far
higher school age children per household
than the nation (0.66 compared to 0.43

for the other counties). These areas are
also increasingly popular with minorities,
who make up a large share of new buyers.
Preferences are particularly marked among
Latinos, now by far the largest share of new
Americans.
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High-growth counties outpaced the nation on
both young adults and jobs

Growth 2015-2019, high-growth counties against all others and

the national rate
B Population aged 25-34 Employment

High-growth counties

I 13.7%

Other counties

I 3.4%

United States

I 5%

Young adults grew 3.6x the national rate; employment 2.4x

Derived from Census Bureau population estimates and
Bureau of Labor Statistics data

Figure 44

Around four in five want a house, not a flat, for
their next move

Type of home wanted for next move, by region of residence
(n=759)

House M Apartment [l Condominium
Northeast

I 20.8%
B 55%

Southeast

I 12.2%
Bl 2.9%

Midwest

I 13.8%
B 3.4%

Southwest

I 15.4%
B 5%

West

I 17.0%
W 43%

All regions

I 6.5%
W 27%

Source: survey of Latino housing preferences (n=759) Figure 45


https://www.mihomes.com/

Three quarters or more of every group's
households live in suburbs and exurbs

Share of households living in suburbs and exurbs, 53 US major
metropolitan areas, 2015-19

White non-Hispanic || NG 557
All households
Hispanic I ©'.0%
Asian GG 7c 50
African American |GG 750

Source: City Sector Model based on American Community
Survey 2015-2019. Values measured from the source chart,
which carried no data labels

Figure 46

Exurban communities—like Irvine, the
Woodlands, and New Albany—represent
the epicenter of the economic future. Fast
growing counties, home to most planned
communities, significantly increased their
population of people earning over $75,000.
This cohort is avidly seeking single family
homes. The places favored by the foreign
born, who comprise 14% of the total
population, include the mostly suburban
sunbelt metros, such as Miami, Houston,
and Dallas-Ft. Worth.

High-growth counties outpaced the nation on
both young adults and jobs

Growth 2015-2019, high-growth counties against all others and

the national rate
M Population aged 25-34 Employment

High-growth counties

I 13.77%

Other counties

I :.4%

United States

I 57

Young adults grew 3.6x the national rate; employment 2.4 x

Derived from Census Bureau population estimates and
Bureau of Labor Statistics data

Figure 47
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Infrastructure for the emerging urban
future

These expanding workplaces and

work patterns will require expanded
infrastructure. The most important
commercial and residential infrastructure
will continue to be highways, roads, and
streets in three patterns: crossroads, cul-de-
sacs, and beltways.

Crossroads

Most new hospitals, factories, and
warehouses will be built at the crossroads
of major highways and other traffic arteries.
Factories and warehouses will benefit from
access to highways, rail and air freight nodes,
and seaports or inland waterways. Shopping
centers and entertainment centers are also
likely to be located at crossroads locations,
although these may decline in importance
with factory- or warehouse-to-home
delivery.

Cul-de-sacs

The progressive urbanist housing dream

of dense, mixed-use, pedestrian villages is
as doomed as fantasies about a revival of
passenger rail and the end of fossil fuels.
Mixed-used zoning, or the abolition of zoning
altogether, is unattractive in a country where
nine out of ten households have access to a
car.

This process could accelerate with the rise
of self-driving vehicles that are helpful for
servicing an aging population. For their part,
developers prefer layouts with cul-de-sacs
and long, curving streets to square grid
patterns, because the costs of installing
infrastructure like sewer and asphalt and the
amount of asphalt needed is much less.

Beltways

As the locations of industry, commerce, and
housing are decentralized further, many
jurisdictions will build new beltways and ring
roads around expanded metro areas, as a
time-saving alternative to hub-and-spoke
road systems with arteries connecting
separate suburbs and exurbs with dwindling


http://www.newgeography.com/content/005981-pervasive-suburbanization-the-2017-data
https://heartlandforward.org/case-study/the-emergence-of-the-global-heartland/
https://heartlandforward.org/case-study/the-emergence-of-the-global-heartland/
https://heartlandforward.org/case-study/the-emergence-of-the-global-heartland/
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central business districts. The new Grand
Parkway (state highway 99) is now open for
120 miles in the Houston metropolitan area,
with another fifty miles under development.
The route will be a near loop, with a less than
ten mile gap. A new forty-six mile bypass
(the Outer Loop or First Coast Expressway)
on the west side of Jacksonville is now open
for thirty-three miles and will be completed
by 2032.

Progressive urbanists lament the
replacement of older grids of streets, but
the pattern changed because of consumer
demand, not some secret conspiracy of oil
or automobile companies. According to one
survey, 78% of recent and prospective home
buyers would prefer “a home on a cul-de-sac
or other street design with limited traffic
flow.” Another survey found that home
buyers are willing to pay up to 20% more to
buy a house on a cul-de-sac.

The energy imperative

Building the new America will also require
energy, which is the basis of modern
industrial civilization and infrastructure.

A “green transition” from primarily fossil-
fuel powered economies to economies
powered primarily by “clean” renewable
energy sources like solar, wind, hydropower,
and biomass, is not going to happenin
this century, if ever. Despite both wind
and solar power’s growth, we are far from
the end of our fossil fuel reliance. In most
major economies, fossil fuels account for
somewhere between 70% and 87% of

all energy use. This is true not only of the
United States but China, Germany, Japan,
and India.

In 2024, 82% of U.S. energy came from
fossil fuels, including petroleum (38%),
natural gas (36%), and coal (8%). Nuclear
energy provided 9%, which is around the
same percentage as all renewable energy
combined. And 58% of renewable energy
came from burning biomass like ethanol
and wood, with wind and solar and hydro
power each accounting for only a negligible
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amount. The global pattern is similar: fossil
fuels account for 82% of global energy in
2023.

Fossil fuels still supply 83% of US primary
energy

US primary energy consumption by source, 2023. Total 93.59
quadrillion British thermal units

B Petroleum 38.0%
Renewables 9.0%

M Natural gas 36.0%
Coal 9.0% M Nuclear 9.0%

Source: US Energy Information Administration, Monthly
Energy Review, April 2024.

Figure 48

Future energy demand is expected to surge,
both here and globally. Energy-intensive data
centers, part of the Al revolution, are likely

to massively increase the demand for cheap
and reliable electricity in the next few years.

Data center electricity use could grow
sevenfold by 2030 on the worst case
Global data center electricity consumption, terawatt hours
8,000

6,000
4,000
- Expected

2,000

0
20Mm 2015 2020 2025 2030

2030 range: 1,137 TWh best case to 7,933 TWh worst

Figure 49

Natural gas and nuclear energy are likely
to be tomorrow’s primary power source,
with intermittent, weather-dependent
sources like windmills and solar panels
playing a supporting role. But whatever
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form it takes, the electrical grid’s build-
outis unlikely to resemble renewable-only
advocates’ 1970s-vintage fantasy, in which
solar panels on rooftops and electric car
batteries contribute electricity to urban
grids connected by great numbers of cross-
country high-voltage power lines that cut
through farms and rural communities.

Al will account for over half of US data centre
power by 2034

US data centre electricity demand, terawatt hours

H Baseline data centre demand Added Al demand

Al share of total

2024 I 200.0

2025 212.4
2026
2027
2028
2029
2030
2031
2032
2033
2034

227.5
245.9

269.0
298.4
336.0
372.8
409.6
452.9

492.6

Total demand rises 2.5x by 2034; Al demand rises 12.5x

Source: projection of US data centre electricity demand

Figure 50
through 2034

Projection based on a composite analysis

of 2024 data center load forecasts by the
Electric Power Research Institute (EPRI),
Goldman Sachs Global Investment Research,
and the International Energy Agency (IEA),
extrapolated through 2034.

Notwithstanding the improvements Al and
other digital technologies will develop over
the next several years, tomorrow’s energy
infrastructure is likely to be an evolutionary
development of today’s pattern: natural
gas pipelines and electric grids. The varied
electricity costs in places that emphasize
reliable renewables over more conventional
forms prove the case for a nuclear and gas
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strategy. Today’s highest electricity costs
are in “green” places like Germany, Denmark,
the U.K,, and California. The lowest costs, in
contrast, are in U.S. states that rely on fossil
fuels, hydro, and nuclear.

Ten states hold the published manufacturing
investment total

Announced manufacturing investment since 2025, projects of
$50m and above. Grey states are outside the published top ten
ANNOUNCED INVESTMENT

Under $100bn $100-250bn
$250-500bn [ $500bn or more
uT IN

CA

NC

AK HI

TOP TEN STATES

W TX $671.4bn NC $139.6bn
VA $311.8bn IN $102.2bn
NY $275.1bn MD $80.5bn
AZ $272.6bn CA $78.0bn
ID $260.5bn uT $60.5bn

Source: IndustrialSage US Manufacturing Investment Figure 51

Tracker, 24 August 2026 (CC BY 4.0). Only the top ten
states are published. Multi-state projects are counted in full
against every state named, so these totals overlap

Reordering government to create
opportunity

Reforming housing and infrastructure
requires a government that is responsive
and closer to the average voter. This means
reversing the centralization trend that

has emerged over the past few decades.
Herbert Croly’s 1909 book, The Promise of
American Life, helped define progressivism
beyond the old Jacksonian and populist
ideas; Progressivism, he argued, had
fundamentally reshaped American life, not
by the Constitution’s monarchism but by the
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disinterested ministering of poet-leaders,
experts, and social scientists.

The New Deal embraced this idea, and
the needs of the time perhaps made

that embrace necessary. Contemporary
critics however, many of them agrarians,
rightly perceived that the culture of big
business, big government, and big labor,
all presided over by cognitive elites, would
prove intrusive. The federal government
performs certain necessary functions, like
controlling the border, national defense,
and interstate commerce, but localities are
more responsive and efficient for others,
such as education, law enforcement, and
roadbuilding.

States should follow progressive Justice
Louis Brandeis’s advice and “serve as

a laboratory” of democracy rather than

as supplicants to the imperial center

in Washington. President Bill Clinton

later adopted this approach and praised
both liberal and conservative governors’
pragmatic responses to key social

and economic issues. Such state-level
responses, he correctly noted, were critical
in a country as complex and diverse as ours.

One method of promoting decentralization
of decision-making to the state and local
levels could be a return to President Richard
Nixon’s plan for federal revenue sharing.
The basic principle was to push decision
making and federal funding down to the
local level. A combination of deficit hawks
and progressive N.G.O. authoritarians who
wanted to micromanage all federal aid to
states and cities destroyed Nixon’s proposal.

Local Government Size and Efficiency

Extensive research, including reports from
Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio and lllinois,
shows that smaller, local, general-purpose
governments (cities, towns, and townships)
tend to spend less money, tax their residents
at a lower rate, and borrow less money

per capita than larger governments. In
Pennsylvania, for example, local general
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government expenditures per capita are
highest by far in the two largest cities,
Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. Only 16% of
Pennsylvania’s population combined live in
those cities, but they account for 31% of all
the state’s municipal spending.

Research finds a positive relationship
between government size, population, and
expenditures per capita. Larger jurisdictions
spend more money and there is a similar
relationship between government size

and long-term debt per capita. Proposals

to merge or abolish smaller governments
rest on a “bigger-is-better” assumption.
Historically, the opposite has occurred:
merging governments increases costs. In

a larger jurisdiction, each voter’s influence
shrinks, while well-organized and well-
financed interest groups, which typically
lobby for increased spending, gain a more
advantageous arena. Local democracy’s
check on that pressure is often overlooked in
the merger discussion.

Re-imaging democracy from the grassroots

Simply shifting responsibility to the states
is not sufficient, because they too can
prove inefficient, anti-local, and anti-
democratic. Important infrastructure like
major roads and utility grids should be large
county or regional agencies’ responsibility.
Many of the U.S.’s greatest infrastructure
achievements, like the Golden Gate Bridge,
were commissioned locally, through a public
special district that hired private firms, and
were completed ahead of schedule and
under budget.

In 2022, there was a record high of such
districts—39,262—that covered a wide
range of functions. Some serve multiple
purposes, but most tend to specialize in
providing a particular utility or service such
as fire and emergency services, water and
sewage supply, drainage, libraries, and
parks and recreation. There could also be
special districts to promote space-related
industries, mostly well out on the periphery.


http://www.pacefunders.org/publications/NewLaboratoriesofDemocracy.pdf
http://www.pacefunders.org/publications/NewLaboratoriesofDemocracy.pdf
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Fire protection is the single most common type
of special district
Number of US special districts by function, twelve most

common types

Largest M Named function Catch-all category

Local fire protection

Other multi-function

Water supply utility [ NN 3567
Housing & community [ 3312
Drainage [N 2424
Sewerage [N 1844
Cemeteries [ 1.680
Libraries [ 1.673
Healthcare [ 1593

Parks and recreation [ 1458
Sewerage & water [l 1.389
Other single-function

Water-related districts — supply, sewerage and drainage —
total 9,224, or 30% of the twelve

Derived from Census of Governments

Figure 52

Local general-purpose governments have
increasingly been transferring their former
functions to special purpose districts.

This raises the question: what purpose do
cities and counties serve in the twenty-
first century? In much of the United States,
the distance a horse could travel in a day
determined county size. That distance,
around thirty miles, ensured that rural
residents could reach the county seat on
horseback or by carriage easily. This makes
the average U.S. county around 1000 square
miles.

In some cases, governments may well
consider having special districts to handle
discrete functions like energy, water, and
roads. But in many cases huge conurbations
like New York City’s population of eight and
a half million is around fourteen times larger
than the population of Wyoming, the least
populous state in the Union, which has fewer
than 600,000 inhabitants. Its population is
comparable to that of the entire nation of
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Switzerland and larger than the populations
of Laos, Denmark, and Ireland.

In 1898, New York City was formed by
consolidating the formerly independent
entities of Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens,
the Bronx, and Staten Island. Progressives
in the 1900s believed that metropolitan
consolidation would lead to efficient and
nonpartisan government, but that hope
largely proved to be a mirage.

Downsizing the scale of governance fits
with population dispersion and fosters
smaller, more efficient, and more responsive
government. In his 1967 presidential
address to the American Political Science
Association, the eminent political scientist
Robert Dahl proposed the division of metro
areas into federations of self-governing
areas with 50,000 to 200,000 residents,
which would be small enough for meaningful
civic participation yet still large enough to
enjoy economies of scale.

There have been movements in Los

Angeles and other large cities to secede

and become independent municipalities.
Concurrently, many smaller cities with similar
demographics have proven far more capable
of producing public goods like nice parks,
paved streets, and better law enforcement.

As the ongoing decentralization of
production, work, and housing increases,
we can envision a future in which webs

of specialized districts and smaller, more
cohesive units of government prove more
responsive to individuals and businesses’
spontaneous choices.

People also prefer governments to be
closer to them. A 2023 poll found far higher
levels of trust for state and particularly local
governments as opposed to the federal
level. This seems particularly marked
among younger people. “Millennials are

on a completely different page than most
politicians in Washington, D.C.,” notes
pollster John Della Volpe, “This is a more
cynical generation when it comes to political
institutions.”


http://college.usatoday.com/2015/04/29/harvard-poll-finds-millennials-have-little-faith-in-government-media/

The decades-long rush to centralize power,
people and economics have become an
invitation to interminable conflict. This is true
on both the national and state level. There is
little point in trying to force common ground
between Portland and the small towns in
conservative eastern Oregon, or harmonizing
California and Mississippi. We need to
maintain certain basic standards, largely to
protect individual and property rights, but
decentralization offers the promise of more
democratic and responsive governance.

In future decades, we could do well to erect
more localized and specialized structures
that are more congruent with local
sentiments and needs. This is a traditional
American strength. Alexis de Tocqueville
observed that only through civic association
are “the habits of self-government” acquired.
Democratic citizenship is most keenly felt

in local venues, and it is there where we can
most successfully build an American future
aligned with our Founders’ ideals.


https://www.thomasaquinas.edu/a-liberating-education/why-we-study/virtues-vices-democracy-why-we-read-tocqueville
https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/politics-fatal-therapeutic-turn
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