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Recession Slowed the Shift of Jobs Away from  
Downtown in the 2000s 

 

Brookings Report Ranks Nation’s Metropolitan Areas for Job Sprawl 
 

WASHINGTON, D.C. – The share of metropolitan jobs located in or near a downtown declined in 
91 of the nation’s 100 largest metro areas during the past decade.  While the Great Recession 
stalled the outward shift of employment -- often called “job sprawl” -- by 2010, nearly twice the 
share of jobs (43 percent) were located at least 10 miles away from downtown as within three 
miles of a central business district (23 percent).  
  
“Job Sprawl Stalls: The Great Recession and Metropolitan Employment Location” documents 
the impact of the recession on where jobs are located today in metropolitan America and 
charts the shift in employment during three time periods: 2000 to 2007, 2007 to 2010, and 
2000 to 2010.   For each of these timeframes, the report documents the share and number of 
jobs located at least 10 miles away from a downtown, and assesses the changing levels of job 
sprawl in the nation’s 100 largest metro areas. 
 
“Building a healthy and sustainable regional economy is not just about growing jobs, but also 
about where those jobs locate,” stated Elizabeth Kneebone, author of the report and fellow at 
the Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program.  “Low-density, sprawling development can lead to 
increased energy consumption, strains on infrastructure, longer commute times, and greater 
challenges connecting workers to employment.”   
 
During the recession, 97 of the 100 largest metro areas lost employment within 35 miles of a 
central business district.  The impact of the recession was greatest on the outer-rings of metro 
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areas, where steep employment losses between 2007 and 2010 contributed to a slight drop in 
the share of jobs located at least 10 miles away from downtown.  The middle ring (three to 10 
miles from a downtown) also experienced a minimal decline in job share as it shed jobs, while 
the urban core (within three miles of a central business district) saw a modest uptick over this 
time period because it lost jobs more slowly.    
 
Construction, manufacturing and retail, which rank among the most decentralized industries, 
accounted for 60 percent of job losses within 35 miles of downtowns following the recession 
and roughly two-thirds in the outer ring alone.  On the other hand, health care and education, 
both relatively centralized industries, gained jobs overall in all three rings between 2007 and 
2010. These industry dynamics contributed to the slowdown in the outward shift of job share, 
but did not reverse longer-running trends, as 17 of 18 major industries ended the decade more 
decentralized than in 2000.  
 
Similarly, while the recession slowed job sprawl trends in many regions in the short term, over 
the course of the decade, 85 of the nation’s largest metro areas saw the share of jobs located in 
the outer ring grow between 2000 and 2010, with one-third experiencing an increase more 
than twice the national average.  Phoenix posted the largest growth at more than 10 
percentage points.   
 
Among larger employment centers (regions with at least 500,000 jobs), many of those ranked 
highest for job sprawl in 2010 were metro areas in the manufacturing belt that runs through 
the Midwest and Northeast.  Detroit led with over 77 percent of jobs located in the outer-ring, 
followed by Chicago.  Metropolitan San Jose had the lowest level of job sprawl with 64 percent 
located within three miles of the region’s downtowns.  
 
In the smaller employment centers, Memphis, Knoxville and Worcester had the highest share of 
jobs in the outer ring in 2010.  In contrast, Bridgeport was the most centralized, followed by 
Honolulu and Allentown, PA, with each locating at least half their jobs in the urban core.  
 
“As the economy recovers, policymakers and local leaders have an opportunity to pursue 
strategies that encourage more compact forms of urban and suburban development,” added 
Kneebone.  “Linking up land use, zoning and economic development policies with housing and 
transportation planning at the metropolitan level can forge stronger connections between 
workers and jobs throughout the region.”   
 
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, 
including their component cities, suburbs, and rural areas. To learn more, please visit: 
www.brookings.edu/metro. Follow us on Twitter at www.twitter.com/brookingsmetro.   
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