Metropolitan Policy Program
at BROOKINGS

THE LANDSCAPE OF RECESSION:

UNEMPLOYMENT AND SAFETY NET SERVICES ACR0OSS URBAN AND SUBURBAN

AMERICA
Elizabeth Kneebone and Emily Garr

July 2009

In the 20 months since the current recession began it has taken a toll on people and places across
the country, whether measured by job losses, unemployment, or increased demand for
emergency and safety net services. However, as documented in the first edition of the Brookings
Metro Program’s MetroMonitor, the magnitude of these impacts has varied significantly across
the nation’s major metropolitan areas.*

Understanding how different metropolitan areas have been affected by the recession is a critical
step toward shaping appropriate regional public- and private-sector responses to promote
recovery. Of course, metropolitan areas are collections of communities that may also be
experiencing the downturn to varying degrees, especially now that more than half of America’s
metropolitan poor live in suburbia.? Intra-metropolitan patterns of unemployment and need
should thus additionally inform efforts to put metropolitan workers and firms on the road to
recovery.

To begin documenting the extent to which the recession has affected urban and suburban
communities across the country, this analysis looks within the nation’s 100 largest metro areas to
examine recent unemployment trends in their cities and suburbs. We then analyze the changing
demand for safety net services across urban and suburban counties by tracking: (1) change in
Unemployment Insurance claims and (2) change in enroliment in the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program. These statistics provide leading indicators of how poverty and need are
shifting within the metropolitan landscape.

Unemployment 3

In contrast to the last recession, unemployment has increased at nearly equal rates in cities
and suburbs during this downturn. City workers were only 0.9 percentage points more
likely to be unemployed than suburban workers in May 2009.

Unemployment has increased markedly in metropolitan areas over the past year. The total

number of unemployed individuals in the 100 largest metro areas increased from 5.3 million in
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May 2008 to 9.1 million in May 2009. Their collective unemployment rate rose by 3.8
percentage points in that same year, from 5.2 to 9.0 percent.

The intra-metropolitan geography of that increase is especially noteworthy. Compared to the
recession at the turn of the decade, suburbs appear to be bearing more of the unemployment
increase this time around. Between May 2001 and May 2002, the unemployment rate rose by
1.9 percentage points in primary cities, and 1.4 percentage points in suburbs (Figure 1).* Over
the past year, these rates rose by nearly equivalent degrees (3.9 and 3.7 percentage points,
respectively). Moreover, city and suburban unemployment rates are closer in May 2009 (9.6
percent and 8.7 percent, respectively) than in May 2002 (6.7 percent and 5.0 percent,
respectively).

Figure 1. Change in Unemployment Rates, Primary Cities and Suburbs in 100 Largest Metro
Areas, 2001 to 2002 vs. 2008 to 2009
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In line with their larger number of residents overall, the suburbs of the country’s 100 largest
metro areas had more than twice the number of unemployed residents as primary cities in May
2009 (Figure 2). Moreover, growth in the suburban unemployed population between May 2008
and May 2009 (74.9 percent) outpaced the increase seen in primary cities (70.5 percent) and the
nation as a whole (73.0 percent). While no primary city or suburb has avoided increases in
unemployment, fully 75 metro areas saw the number of suburban unemployed increase at a faster
rate than the unemployed population living in primary cities over this time period.

Unemployment rates in cities and suburbs also vary widely at the individual metro-area level
(Table 1A). In May 2009, the primary city unemployment rate ranged from 4.6 percent in
Omaha to 23.8 percent in Detroit. Suburban unemployment rates ranged from 4.3 percent in the
Des Moines metro area to 17.9 percent around Modesto. Metro areas such as Omaha and
Oklahoma City that placed among the lowest for city or suburban unemployment also had much
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lower intra-metropolitan disparities between their city and suburban rates, with most reporting a
difference of one percentage point or less. In contrast, cities and suburbs that had the highest
unemployment rates—Ilike Bakersfield and Columbia—tended to exhibit much greater
differences in unemployment within their metro areas.

Figure 2. Change in the Unemployed Population®, Primary Cities and Suburbs in 100 Largest

Metro Areas, May 2008 to May 2009
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Notwithstanding these differences in city and suburban rates, cities and suburbs within the same
metropolitan areas generally experienced very similar increases in their unemployment rates.
Across all 100 metro areas, about half of the increase in suburban rates could be explained by the
increases in their respective cities’ rates.> Of the 10 cities experiencing the smallest
unemployment rate increases, 7 had suburbs among the top 10 (Table 1B). In addition, 4 of the
cities in the bottom 10 for the largest rate increases were joined by their suburbs on that list
(Appendix A contains data for all 100 metro areas). This demonstrates that weak labor demand
affects entire regional labor markets, including workers in metropolitan cities and suburbs alike.
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Table 1A. City and Suburban Unemployment Rates, 100 Largest Metro Areas, May 2009

Rank® City Unemployment Rate May 2009 Rank Suburban Unemployment Rate May 2009
1 Omaha-Council Bluffs, NE-IA 4.6% 1 Des Moines-West Des Moines, 1A 4.3%
2 Provo-Orem, UT 53% 2 Provo-Orem, UT 46%
3 San Antonio, TX 5.5% 3 Ogden-Clearfield, UT 46%
4 Austin-Round Rock, TX 5.5% 4 Omaha-Council Bluffs, NE-IA 4.6%
5  Oklahoma City, OK 5.6% 5  Salt Lake City, UT 51%
6 Madison, Wi 57% 6  MNew Crleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA 5.4%
7  Little Rock-North Little Rock-Conway, AR 59% 7 Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 5.7%
8  Albuguerque, NM 59% 8  Oklahoma City, OK 5.8%
9  Salt Lake City, UT 6.0% 9 Little Rock-North Little Rock-Conway, AR 5.9%
10  Baton Rouge, LA 6.1% 10  Baton Rouge, LA 5.9%
90 Modesto, CA 14.1% 91  Detroit-Warren-Livonia, MI 12.5%
91 Toledo, OH 14.3% 92 ElPaso, TX 12.6%
92 Riverside-San Bemardino-Ontario, CA 14.4% 93  Riverside-San Bemnardino-Ontario, CA 12.7%
93  Fresno, CA 14.5% 94  Youngstown-Warren-Boardman, OH-PA 12.7%
94  Providence-New Bedford-Fall River, RI-MA 14.6% 95  Stockion, CA 12.8%
95  Greenville-Mauldin-Easley, SC 15.4% 96  Greensboro-High Point, NC 12.8%
96  Grand Rapids-Wyoming, M 15.5% 97  Charlotte-Gastonia-Concord, NC-SC 13.5%
97  Columbia, SC 15.8% 98  Fresno, CA 16.4%
98 Stockton, CA 18.1% 99 Bakersfield, CA 17.2%
99  Detroit-Warren-Livonia, MI 23.8% 100 Modesto, CA 17.9%

Primary City Total, 100 Largest Metro Areas 9.6% Suburban Total, 100 Largest Metro Areas 8.7%

Table 1B. Change in City and Suburban Unemployment Rates, 100 Largest Metro Areas, May 2008 to May 2009

Percentage Percentage Point

Rank* City Unemployment Rate Point Change Rank Suburban Unemployment Rate Change
1 Omaha-Council Bluffs, NE-1A 1.2% 1 Des Moines-West Des Moines, 1A 1.1%
2 San Antonio, TX 1.5% 2 Omaha-Council Bluffs, NE-IA 12%
3  Little Rock-North Little Rock-Conway, AR 1.6% 3 Provo-Orem, UT 1.8%
4  Des Moines-West Des Moines, 1A 1.7% 4 Little Rock-Morth Little Rock-Conway, AR 1.8%
5  McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 1.8% 5  Ogden-Clearfield, UT 1.8%
6 Pittsburgh, PA 1.8% 6 Jackson, MS 21%
7  Austin-Round Rock, TX 1.9% 7 Albany-Schenectady-Troy, NY 21%
8  Albany-Schenectady-Troy, NY 2.0% 8  Salt Lake City, UT 21%
9  Provo-Orem, UT 20% 9  San Antonio, TX 22%
10  Oklahoma City, OK 21% 10  Oklahoma City, OK 22%
90 San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA 6.1% 91 Riverside-San Bemardino-Ontario, CA 5.5%
91  Portland-vVancouver-Beaverion, OR-WA 6.1% 92  Detroit-Warren-Livonia, Ml 5.8%
92 Riverside-San Bemardino-Ontario, CA 6.2% 93 Toledo, OH 6.1%
93 Grand Rapids-Wyoming, Ml 6.3% 94 Bakersfield, CA 6.2%
94  Knoxville, TN 6.3% 95  Modesto, CA 6.3%
95 Columbia, SC 6.4% 96  Fresno, CA 6.3%
96 Toledo, OH 6.6% 97  Youngstown-Warren-Boardman, OH-PA 6.5%
97 Stockton, CA 6.7% 98  Greensboro-High Point, NC 6.6%
98 Greenville-Mauldin-Easley, SC 8.3% 99  Portland-Vancouver-Beaverton, OR-WA 7.0%
99  Detroit-Warren-Livonia, MI 9.3% 100 Charlotte-Gastonia-Concord, NC-SC 7.2%
Primary City Total, 100 Largest Metro Areas 3.9% Suburban Total, 100 Largest Metro Areas 3.7%

* LAUS does not report the city of Honolulu separately from the county; therefore, Honolulu only appears in the suburban analysis, leaving 99 metros in the
primary city assessment.
Source: Brookings analysis of Local Area Unemployment Statistics, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Metro areas in the West and Midwest experienced the highest city and suburban

unemployment rates in May 2009, and had the greatest rate increases since May 2008.

Among regions, the Midwest had the highest primary city unemployment rate in May 2009 at
11.2 percent, while the West led for suburban unemployment with a rate of 9.6 percent. These
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intra-metropolitan trends reflect the economic stress experienced by many manufacturing-
oriented metro areas dependent on the ailing auto industry, as well as the inland California and
Intermountain West metro areas hit hardest by the housing market collapse. The West outpaced
all other regions in terms of growth in the unemployed population in the year ending in May
2009, and experienced the greatest increases in suburban unemployment rates, at 4.3 percentage
points, and in city unemployment rates, at 4.4 percentage points (Table 2).

Unemployed Population
Primary Cities Suburbs
May 2008 May 2009 % Change May 2008 May 2009 % Change
100 Metro Total 1,759,366 2,999,879 70.5% 3,516,088 6,150,103 74.9%
Midwest (19) 362,428 597,219 64.8% 766,088 1,324,234 72.9%
Northeast (19) 330,568 561,289 69.8% 786,422 1,298,462 65.1%
South (38) 481,172 799,132 66.1% 1,081,879 1,929,358 78.3%
West (24) 585,198 1,042,239 78.1% 881,699 1,598,049 81.2%
Unemployment Rate
Primary Cities Suburbs
May 2008 May 2009 Change May 2008  May 2009 Change
100 Metro Total 5.7% 9.6% 3.9% 5.0% 8.7% 3.7%
Midwest (19) 6.8% 11.2% 4.4% 5.4% 9.4% 4.0%
Northeast (19) 5.4% 9.0% 3.6% 4.8% 7.8% 3.0%
South (38) 4.9% 8.2% 3.2% 4.7% 8.4% 3.7%
West (24) 5.9% 10.5% 4.5% 5.3% 9.6% 4.3%

Source: Brookings analysis of Local Area Unemployment Statistics, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

All regions, except for the Northeast, saw their suburban unemployed population grow at a faster
rate than in primary cities. This trend is most pronounced in Southern metros, where growth in
the suburban unemployed population outpaced primary cities by more than 10 percentage points.

Exurbs and emerging suburbs exhibit a higher unemployment rate than other types of
suburbs.

All types of suburbs studied—older, denser communities as well as newer, lower-density
suburbs—saw their unemployed population grow at a faster rate than that of primary cities.
However, unemployment rates varied depending on the community type (Figure 3). For
instance, older, higher density suburbs actually exhibited a lower unemployment rate than cities
and other types of suburbs.
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Figure 3. Unemployment Rate® by Community Type, 100 Largest Metro Areas,

December 2006 to May 2009
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Source: Brookings analysis of Local Area Unemployment Statistics data, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

By contrast, exurbs—the lowest-density, outermost suburban areas—and emerging suburbs had
the highest unemployment rate (9.0 percent) among suburban community types in May 2009.
This may reflect the impacts of the housing-led downturn on employment in lower-density
outlying suburbs, particularly those communities that were fueled by the housing boom in the
years leading up to the recession.

Unemployment Insurance °

Initial claims for Unemployment Insurance (Ul) increased more than 104 percent in core
urban counties in the year ending March 2009, while suburban counties saw a slightly
smaller increase of 93 percent.

Unemployment Insurance acts as a safety net for workers who have lost their jobs, generally
through no fault of their own, by providing individuals with a temporary source of income as
they look for new employment.” The claims data reported here are for people who have
requested Ul benefits, not necessarily those who have been deemed eligible; therefore they give
us a picture of demand for assistance as workers face new spells of unemployment. If this
program functions as designed, then as unemployment increases across community types, we
would expect requests for Ul to increase as well.
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In March of 2008, initial Ul claims were at roughly the same level in urban and suburban
counties in the 48 large metro areas studied, with 176,470 claims in core counties and 176,373 in
the suburbs (Table 3). By March 2009, the number of core county claims more than doubled to
over 360,500 while suburban claims increased by 93 percent, to almost 340,000. This reverses
the trend noted above, in which the number of unemployed individuals in suburbs increased
slightly faster than in cities.® This may be attributable to differences in how cities and core
urban counties are defined, differing levels of awareness of or access to safety net services across
community types, or Ul eligibility or take-up differences between urban and suburban workers.
Nonetheless, the similarity of the overall urban and suburban trends in Ul claims further reveals
the challenges that both types of places share during the current downturn (Appendix B contains
data for all 100 metro areas).

Table 3. Change in Unemployment Insurance Claims by Community Type,
48 Large Metro Areas, March 2008 to March 2009

March 2008 March 2009 % Change
Core Counties (43) 176,470 360,511 104.3%
Suburban County Total (256) 176,373 339,580 92.5%

Suburbs by Type

High Density Suburbs [>95% urbanized] (17) 20,760 37,641 81.3%
Mature Suburbs [75-95% urbanized] (52) 85,264 161,190 89.0%
Emerging Suburbs [25-75% urbanized] (64) 45,240 84,909 87 .T%
Exurbs [«25% urbanized] (123) 25,109 55,840 122 4%

Source: Brookings analysis of state-reported data on Unemployment insurance initial claims

Exurbs outpaced older, denser suburbs as well urban counties for growth in Ul claims in
the year ending March 2009.

Exurban counties experienced a 122 percent increase in Ul claims between March 2008 and
March 2009—the greatest increase by far across suburban types and core counties (Table 3).
Interestingly, higher-density suburban counties—older communities which tend to surround the
urban core—have seen Ul claims increase at rates well below the metropolitan average.

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program °

Though more SNAP recipients live in urban counties, enrollment in suburban counties
increased faster between January 2008 and January 2009.

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as the Food Stamp
Program) is a federal benefit program that helps low-income people and families purchase
food.’® As the recession has deepened, demand for this safety net program has continued to
increase across both urban and suburban communities in the 76 metro areas for which data are
available.

Enrollment in core urban counties increased 16.0 percent in the year ending January 2009—the
most recent month for which we have data—for a total of 9.0 million benefit recipients. While
suburban counties have fewer overall recipients—5.3 million in January 2009—they experienced
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a steeper 20.5 percent uptick in enrollment than urban counties over the prior year (Table 4).
While these increases seem muted in comparison to unemployment or Ul, we would not expect
growth in SNAP enrollment to reach the same magnitude; eligibility for this program is limited
to households near or below the poverty level, while unemployment and the demand for Ul
affect individuals across the income spectrum.

Table 4. Change in SNAP Enroliment, Core and Suburban Counties by Region,
76 Large Metro Areas, January 2008 to January 2009

Core Counties Suburban Counties
January 2008 January 2009 % Change January 2008 January 2009 % Change
76 Metro Total 7,668,718 8,898,698 16.0% 4,407,597 5,312,653 20.5%
Midwest (16) 2,128,958 2,350,052 10.4% 888,238 1,030,417 16.0%
MNortheast (5) 442 230 477,435 8.0% 448,494 504,173 12.4%
South (38) 3,053,235 3,637,221 19.1% 2,479,171 3,037,525 22.5%
West (17) 2,044,295 2,433,990 19.1% 591,694 740,538 252%

Source: Brookings analysis of data provided by the Food and Nutrition Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture

SNAP receipt increased faster in suburban counties regardless of region, especially in the West
and Midwest, where rates of enrollment increases in suburbs outpaced those in cities by about 6
percentage points (Table 4). While the South and West led for overall increases in program
enrollment, the Northeast showed upticks in enrollment well below average for this time period,
at only 8.0 percent in core counties and 12.4 percent in the suburbs (Appendix C contains data
for all 200 metro areas).

High-density and mature suburbs experienced the greatest increase in SNAP enrollment
between January 2008 and January 2009, while exurbs showed below-average growth.

Contrary to trends in unemployment and Ul claims, SNAP enrollment increased most rapidly in
high-density and mature suburbs from January 2008 to January 2009 (Figure 4). ** Exurbs
experienced the smallest (though still considerable at 18.4 percent) increase in SNAP receipt
among suburban types during that time. This raises questions about whether the disparity
between the unemployment and SNAP trends in both high-density suburbs and exurbs relates to
underlying differences in SNAP eligibility across community types (for instance, due to income
or family structure differences), or differences in take-up or access to the social safety net (for
instance, due to information, level of perceived stigma, or distance to providers).
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Conclusion

These statistics together belie the notion that big cities have cornered the market on the family
and community distress accompanying rising unemployment during this recession. More so than
the last recession, suburbs have felt the effects of this downturn alongside primary cities and core
urban counties. The trend is fairly consistent across regions, with Western suburbs generally
faring the worst. Exurbs have been hit particularly hard by this recession, perhaps owing to their
economic reliance on a battered housing market. Lagging enrollment increases in food assistance
programs there point to a possible gap in safety net access.

The Brookings Metro Program will continue to issue periodic updates on what these indicators
suggest about the geography of the downturn and eventual recovery within metropolitan areas
nationwide.

! The Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings, “MetroMonitor: Tracking Economic Recession and Recovery in
America’s 100 Largest Metro Areas” (Washington: 2009).

2 Alan Berube and Elizabeth Kneebone, “Two Steps Back: City and Suburban Poverty Trends 1999-2005"
(Washington: Brookings Institution, 2006).

¥ Monthly data on the labor force and unemployed population come from the Local Area Unemployment Statistics
program at the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. May 2009 preliminary estimates represent the most recent data
available at the time of publication. Note that monthly data at the city and county level are not seasonally adjusted,;
therefore, for the sake of comparison we also use national figures that have not been seasonally adjusted. The metro
areas included in this analysis represent the top 100 based on 2007 population estimates. Primary cities include the
first city named in the official Office of Management and Budget metropolitan statistical area (MSA) name, and any
other city in the MSA name that has a population of 100,000 or more. In the 100 largest metro areas, we identify
137 primary cities. Suburbs represent the remainder of the MSA outside the primary city or cities. In addition,
suburban counties are also categorized into suburban type based on the share of the county (net of the primary city
or cities) that is urbanized according to Census 2000.

* Although these two periods (May 2001 to May 2002, and May 2008 to May 2009) do not coincide with the same
points in the economic cycle, they do represent the periods of greatest increase in unemployment for each recession
(thus far, for the current one), and permit a view of the relative impact of each recession on cities and suburbs in
major metro areas.

® Regressing changes in suburban unemployment on changes in city unemployment yields an R? of 0.5.

® We collected monthly county-level data on Unemployment Insurance (UI) claims through telephone interviews
with state agencies. The number of claims reported represents any notice of unemployment filed (1) to request a
determination of entitlement to and eligibility for compensation or (2) to begin a second or subsequent period of
eligibility within a benefit year or period of eligibility. These requests are categorized as “initial” claims. As such,
they represent “demand” for Ul benefits. They do not, however, represent the actual number of claimants who
establish eligibility and ultimately receive Ul benefits. Because states use different standards for reporting Ul
claims by county, not all county data collected are directly comparable. Of the 100 largest metro areas, we include
the 48 metros for which we have comparable data.
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Because the county-level data do not correspond to city boundaries, we designate “core” counties and compare
trends in those counties to their suburban counterparts. Core counties are those that (1) contain a primary city, and
(2) either had an urbanization rate of at least 95 percent in 2000, or the primary city (or cities) accounted for at least
half the county’s population in 2000. We identify 87 core counties in the 100 largest metro areas, such as San
Francisco County, CA; Cook County, IL; and Harris County, TX. Suburban counties are identified by type based on
the share of the county that is urbanized according to Census 2000.

" Note that eligibility typically does not extend to part-time, temporary, or self-employed workers. For more
information on Unemployment Insurance, see: http://www.ows.doleta.gov/unemploy/ (accessed June, 2009).

8 Even when the unemployment analysis is restricted to the 48 metro areas for which we have Ul claims data, we
find the same overall trend described in the previous section; namely, the number of suburban unemployed grew at a
faster rate than the unemployed population in primary cities.

° Data on Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) participants come from the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS). Every six months FNS compiles state-reported data on SNAP
recipients at the project area level. Project areas that do not conform to county boundaries are excluded from the
analysis, leaving 76 of the top 100 metro areas. Again, because city-level data are not available, we use the same
methodology described above to designate “core” and suburban counties within the 76 metro areas.

1% For more information on SNAP, see: http://www.fns.usda.gov/FSP/ (accessed June, 2009).

1| imiting the unemployment analysis to the 76 metro areas for which we have data produces the same overall
trends found for all top 100 metro areas.
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