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In metro areas, jobs a little further out of reach 

Brookings study measures changes in nearby employment opportunities by 

neighborhood 

Washington, D.C. - Whether jobs are moving into the city or out to the suburbs, the number of 

job options near the average resident in a major metropolitan area has declined, according to a 

new analysis of census data released today by the Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan Policy 

Program. 

For each neighborhood in the nation’s 96 largest metro areas, the study, “The growing distance 

between people and jobs in metropolitan America,” measures the number of nearby jobs (or 

jobs within a typical commute distance for a given metro area) and how that number has 

changed over time. Between 2000 and 2012 (the latest year of data), the number of 

employment options near the average major metro area resident fell by 7 percent. Declines 

were even steeper for poor and minority residents and neighborhoods. Proximity to jobs can 

affect a range of economic and social outcomes, from a community’s fiscal health to the 

employment rate and length of job searches for residents. 

“Job growth alone isn’t enough to connect low-income and minority residents to employment 

opportunities. Where jobs locate and who lives near them matters,” said Elizabeth Kneebone, 

Brookings fellow and co-author of the report with Natalie Holmes, a senior research assistant. 

“To make sure that regional growth strategies don’t leave disadvantaged residents and 

neighborhoods behind, metropolitan leaders need to pay attention to how decisions about 

growing jobs, developing the workforce, or planning for affordable housing and transportation play out 

on the ground  and affect access to jobs.” 

The report moves beyond research that measures how far away people and jobs are from the 

urban core and shows for the first time how proximity to economic opportunity varies from 

neighborhood to neighborhood, whether urban or suburban. 

The report also reveals that: 
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 Even as employment shifted toward the suburbs, the number of jobs near the average 
suburban resident fell by 7 percent, twice as fast as for the average city resident (3 
percent). 
 

 As poor and minority residents became more suburbanized in the 2000s, the number of 
jobs they lived near fell at a faster pace than for more affluent or white residents. The 
number of nearby jobs fell 17 percent for Hispanic residents and 14 percent for blacks, 
compared to a drop of 6 percent for whites. Also, the poor, who experienced a drop of 
17 percent in nearby jobs, fared worse than the non-poor, who saw nearby jobs drop by 
6 percent. 
 

 Residents of high-poverty and majority-minority neighborhoods experienced particularly 
pronounced declines in the number of nearby jobs. A growing number of these tracts 
are in suburbs, and nearby jobs for residents of these neighborhoods dropped at a much 
faster pace (17 percent for high poverty and 16 percent for majority-minority) than for 
the typical suburban resident (7 percent). 

 

Given the positive effects that stem from being close to jobs for both communities and 

residents, the trend toward decreases in the number of nearby jobs, and the steep declines 

experienced by low-income and minority residents for whom proximity is especially important, 

should prompt more collaborative and integrated regional planning that takes these measures into 

account, the report says. 

In an online supplement to the report, readers can use interactive maps to explore how jobs 

have shifted within these 96 large metro areas by census tract. The data allow a breakdown by 

city and suburban neighborhood, income group, and race and ethnicity.  

 

The Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings provides decision-makers with cutting-edge 

research and policy ideas for improving the health and prosperity of metropolitan areas. To 

learn more, please visit: www.brookings.edu/metro. Follow us on Twitter 

atwww.twitter.com/brookingsmetro. 
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