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Job Sprawl Revisited:
The Changing Geography of  
Metropolitan Employment
elizabeth kneebone

Findings
An analysis of the spatial location of private-sector jobs in 98 of the largest metropolitan areas by 
employment reveals that:

n  Only 21 percent of employees in the top 98 metro areas work within three miles of down-
town, while over twice that share (45 percent) work more than 10 miles away from the city 
center. the larger the metro area, the more likely people are to work more than 10 miles away 
from downtown; almost 50 percent of jobs in larger metros like Detroit, chicago, and Dallas 
locate more than 10 miles away on average compared to just 27 percent of jobs in smaller met-
ros like lexington-fayette, Boise, and Syracuse.

n  Job location within metropolitan areas varies widely across industries. More than 30 per-
cent of jobs in utilities, finance and insurance, and educational services industries locate within 
three miles of downtowns, while at least half of the jobs in manufacturing, construction, and 
retail are more than 10 miles away from central business districts.

n  Employment steadily decentralized between 1998 and 2006: 95 out of 98 metro areas saw 
a decrease in the share of jobs located within three miles of downtown. the number of jobs 
in the top 98 metro areas increased overall during this time period, but the outer-most parts of 
these metro areas saw employment increase by 17 percent, compared to a gain of less than one 
percent in the urban core. Southern metro areas were particularly emblematic of the outward 
shift of job share with a 2.6 percentage-point decline in urban core job share and a 4.8 point 
gain in the outermost ring, outpacing the 98 metro average (a 2.1 point decline and a 2.6 point 
gain, respectively). 

n  In almost every major industry, jobs shifted away from the city center between 1998 and 
2006. of 18 industries analyzed, 17 experienced employment decentralization. transportation 
and warehousing, finance and insurance, utilities, and real estate and rental and leasing showed 
the greatest increases in the share of jobs located more than 10 miles away from downtown. 

Amid changing economic conditions—expansion, contraction, and recovery—during the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, employment in metropolitan America steadily decentralized. the spatial dis-
tribution of jobs has implications for a range of policy issues—from housing to transportation to 
economic development—and should be taken into account as metro areas work to achieve more 
productive, inclusive, and sustainable growth and, in the near term, economic recovery. 

“ Understanding 

the changing 

location of jobs 

within U.S. 

regions repre-

sents a necessary 

step toward 

implementing 

policies for  

high-performing 

and prosperous 

metropolitan 

areas.”
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Introduction

T
he movement of people and jobs away from city centers into increasingly distant suburbs 
represents a long-standing trend in metropolitan America.1 the ongoing decentralization of 
population and employment has implications for the overall health and productivity of metro 
areas across the country. While “people sprawl” has been well-recognized and documented, 

this paper focuses specifically on “job sprawl,” exploring recent trends in the spatial distribution of 
employment in 98 of the nation’s largest metropolitan areas and how those trends differ across major 
industries.

Jobs may decentralize within a metro area for a variety of reasons, and can signal very differ-
ent development patterns. But whether decentralization occurs due to the emergence of secondary 
downtowns in a booming region or because of diffuse, low-density sprawl in distressed metro areas, 
the changing location of employment is inextricably linked to a range of policy issues critical to a 
metro area’s success.2 from transportation to workforce development to regional innovation and the 
provision of social services, the spatial distribution of a metro area’s jobs can ultimately influence its 
economic productivity, environmental sustainability, and social inclusion and equity. 

to help frame the analysis presented in this paper, the following section provides a brief overview of 
the research literature that explores the potential implications of job sprawl.

Infrastructure 
in metro areas experiencing diffuse, low-density development, costs for building and maintaining 
infrastructure to support that development can be high. for residential development, Burchell and 
colleagues find that the costs of providing water and sewer infrastructure to new low-density develop-
ment exceed the costs of servicing the same number of people in more compact development by 20 
to 40 percent. Meanwhile, as people and firms move away from the urban core to the metropolitan 
fringe, they often leave behind a depleted tax base insufficient to maintain existing infrastructure and 
services.3

Transportation
if new residential development keeps pace with commercial and industrial development, then employ-
ment decentralization need not mean that people become further geographically separated from their 
jobs. however, as lang demonstrates, a predominant form of new development in major metro areas 
is “edgeless,” where new offices spread out along interstates and other commercial corridors, and not 
in “edge cities” that can truly integrate residential and business uses.4 the resulting separation may 
exact costs by raising commuting times and congestion, and by limiting the range of transportation 
options that can serve low-density job development.

Spatial Mismatch
When overlaid onto existing patterns of residential segregation, employment decentralization can 
result in different levels of geographic access to employment opportunities for different demographic 
groups. Stoll finds that metro areas with higher rates of employment decentralization exhibit greater 
rates of “spatial mismatch” between the relative locations of jobs and black residents.5 in a study of 
selected large metro areas, Holzer and Stoll find that even as low-income and minority populations 
suburbanize, job growth is fastest in higher-income suburbs, perpetuating patterns of spatial mis-
match within suburbia.6 high levels of employment decentralization may thus impede efforts to con-
nect historically under-employed workers to job opportunities.

Innovation
The decentralization of employment, by lowering density and interaction among proximate firms and 
workers, may also lower the rate of innovation. Carlino and colleagues find that across metro areas 
patenting rates are strongly associated with employment densities in the urbanized portion of those 
metro areas.7 Highly dispersed job growth may reduce the likelihood for the sort of inter-firm interac-
tions that have proven valuable for creating knowledge spillovers and high-value innovative activity.



BROOKINGS | April 2009 3

Energy Consumption 
the density of development and employment location also impact the amount of Vehicle Miles 
traveled (VMt) in a region, in turn affecting the consumption of energy and amount of emissions pro-
duced. researchers have found that the “carbon footprint” of metropolitan areas can be related to the 
density and concentration of development, with lower-density regions consuming higher amounts of 
carbon per capita.8 though research in this area has been limited, ewing and his colleagues estimate 
that shifting 60 to 90 percent of new growth to more compact forms of development would reduce 
VMt by 30 percent and decrease carbon dioxide emissions from transportation by 7 to 10 percent over 
the next 40 years.9 

each of these issues affects individual metro areas differently, depending on their mix of employ-
ment and the extent to which they have addressed these challenges through policy and planning. 
Nevertheless, these findings underline the importance of understanding the changing dynamics of 
employment location within regions. clearly, job loss or gain is not the only indicator of a metro area’s 
economic wellbeing. Where jobs locate, where job growth or decline occurs within a metro area, and 
how these patterns vary across industries also affects metropolitan performance and prosperity,  
these questions form the focus of the remainder of the paper. 

Methodology

B
eginning near the peak of an economic cycle in the late 1990s (1998 and 2000), continuing 
through the brief recession that followed, and ending during the relative recovery of middle 
part of this decade (2004 and 2006), this analysis tracks the geographic development of 
urban employment trends in the major economic hubs of the country. it builds on the work of 

glaeser, khan, and chu who documented the extent of employment decentralization in major metro-
politan areas using 1996 Zip code employment data.10 this report offers a descriptive analysis based 
on the summary indicators of job decentralization used by Glaeser and his colleagues. It refines their 
original methods for allocating jobs across regions, brings forward the analysis to 2006, and looks at 
trends over time. it assesses patterns and trends in the location of jobs within 98 of the largest metro-
politan areas in the country based on employment. these 98 metro areas contained 68 percent of U.S. 
jobs in 2005.11

About the Data
this analysis uses Zip Business patterns (ZBp) data for 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2006. these 
data are derived from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Business Register, a file of all known single and multi-
establishment companies.12 ZBp data include business counts by employment size and industry as 
well as employment totals at the Zip code level. the data exclude information on the self-employed 
population, employees of private households, railroad employees, agricultural production workers, and 
most government employees.13 Because government jobs tend to be more centralized, excluding most 
government employees from the analysis may lead to an incomplete picture of job location patterns in 
metro areas with high shares of jobs in the government sector.14 Additional techniques are employed 
to account for employment totals that are suppressed in the public ZBp data.15 Similar methods permit 
the estimation of Zip code employment totals for each major industry.16

Identifying Central Business Districts
This analysis uses the 2003 Office of Management and Budget definitions of metropolitan statistical 
areas as the standard geographic unit of measurement across years. Within each metro area,  
the central business district (cBD) anchors analysis of the spatial distribution of employment across 
the region. 

the cBD(s) in each metro area is determined by the 1982 census of retail trade, a survey of local 
leaders that designated the geographic business center of cities across the country. 17 though dated, 
the 1982 designations represent the most recent and systematic definitions of CBDs across metro 
areas. Moreover, the 1982 cBDs still largely correspond to the densest job centers in these metro 
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areas. in 75 of the 98 metros, the cBD overlaps the Zip code with the highest job density in the metro 
area (as measured by employees per square mile), while 14 other metros have cBDs that overlap with 
the second most job-dense Zip codes. thus the 1982 designations remain relevant for identifying 
dense employment centers in these regions. 

Some metro areas have more than one major employment center, often located in the second or 
third city listed in the official metro area name, after the primary city in the region. To account for 
all significant regional business hubs, this analysis identifies as CBDs those in all primary cities (i.e., 
those listed first in the official metro area name), as well those in any other city listed in the metro 
area name that meets three conditions: the city must have a population over 100,000, contain a cBD 
identified in the 1982 Census of Retail Trade, and the ZIP code(s) that overlap the CBD must contain at 
least half the number of jobs found in the primary central city’s downtown Zip code(s).18 Using these 
criteria, this paper identifies 105 “downtowns” within the 98 metro areas analyzed.19 

Map 1. Indianapolis, IN Metro Area Employment Rings

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of U.S. Census Bureau layer files

Map 1. Indianapolis, IN Metro Area
Central Business District

35-Mile Ring

10-Mile Ring

3-Mile Ring

Central Business District

Central City

Metro Area

Counties

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of U.S. Census Bureau files

Boone

Putnam

Shelby

Marion

Morgan

Brown

Hamilton

Hendricks

Johnson

Hancock



BROOKINGS | April 2009 5

Spatial Location of Employment
to identify the geographic distribution of jobs throughout each metro area, this assessment uses 
geographic information Systems (giS) software to map the cBDs.20 three rings are drawn around 
each cBD: one at a distance of three miles, the second at ten miles, and the third at 35 miles from 
the cBD (Maps 1 and 2).21 the three-mile ring typically represents the central city “core,” including 
the downtown and surrounding neighborhoods, while the 10-mile ring generally captures activity out 
to the “beltway” of larger metro areas, including much if not all of the central city as well as por-
tions of the inner suburbs. As noted by glaeser, khan, and chu, the three-mile ring characterizes the 
extent to which the metro area has a well-defined employment center, while the share of employment 
between the 10- and 35-mile rings demarcates the extent of job sprawl in the metro area.22 given the 
wide variation in the land area covered by different metro areas, the 35-mile ring serves to bound the 
analysis for metros that extend beyond 35 miles from the cBD.23 thus, a metro area’s measure of job 

Map 2. Virginia Beach-Norfolk-Newport News, VA-NC Metro Area
Employment Rings

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of U.S. Census Bureau layer files
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centralization (or decentralization) is based on job location within the 35-mile radius, and not a func-
tion of land mass.24

the analysis next determines which Zip codes lay inside each ring, considering only those Zip codes 
or portions of Zip codes that fall within the boundaries of the 98 metro areas.25 Zip code boundar-
ies rarely conform to metro area boundaries, and are even less likely to align with the constructed 
rings (or “buffers”). they also change from year to year, making time series analysis a challenge. in 
response to these issues this assessment uses a combination of giS and statistical software to allocate 
employment from Zip codes that cross metro area and buffer boundaries. to “split” these Zip codes, 
this analysis uses block-level data from census 2000 to calculate the proportion of the Zip code’s 
households that falls within the relevant geographic areas.26 for instance, if 25 percent of a Zip code’s 
households are located within the metro area’s three-mile ring, while the remaining 75 percent fall 
in the 10-mile ring, 25 percent of the Zip code’s total employment is allocated to the three-mile ring, 
and the remainder to the 10-mile ring. Separate allocation factors are created for each year of the 
analysis, taking into account any Zip code boundary changes that occur over time.27 finally, total jobs 
are summed for each buffer and the share of metropolitan employment within the inner ring (zero to 
three miles, including the cBD), the middle ring (three to 10 miles), and the outer ring (10 to 35 miles) 
is calculated.28

Findings

A. Only 21 percent of employees in the largest 98 metro areas work within three miles 
of downtown, while over twice that share (45 percent) work more than 10 miles away 
from the city center.
As of 2006, the top 98 metro areas contain over 77 million jobs within 35 miles of their downtowns. 
More than 16 million of these jobs fall within three miles of the central business district, while more 
than twice that number—almost 35 million—are more than 10 miles away from downtown. Figure 1 illus-
trates the geographic distribution of jobs in 2006 for the 98 metro areas, and depicts the increase in 
employment share as the distance from downtown grows. over 21 percent of jobs locate within three 
miles of downtown, while the middle ring contains one-third of employment in the top 98 metro areas. 
At just over 45 percent, the outer ring contains the largest share of metro area jobs and more than 
twice the proportion located in the inner ring.

notwithstanding the aggregate pattern, striking differences in the spatial location of jobs arise 
among individual metropolitan areas (Map 3). in particular, the total number of jobs in a metro area 
relates to the spatial location of employment in the region.29 to assess job location among metro areas 
of different size, this analysis uses two categories based on total metro area employment: small metro 
areas with fewer than 500,000 jobs, and large metro areas with 500,000 or more jobs.30

With these distinctions in place, the relation-
ship between job decentralization and metro area 
size becomes apparent. Table 1 presents the aver-
age employment distribution across the two types 
of metro areas and reveals that larger metro areas 
demonstrate more decentralized employment patterns, 
while regions with fewer jobs show a more centralized 
employment distribution. Small metro areas locate 
more than 28 percent of jobs in the inner ring and a 
slightly smaller share (27 percent) in the most distant 
ring beyond 10 miles. in contrast, larger metro areas 
have only one in five jobs in the urban core, while the 
bulk of their employment—50 percent—lies more than 
10 miles from downtown. 

employment location patterns within individual 
metro areas bear out these findings by size. Table 2 
identifies the metro areas within each type that are the 
most centralized (i.e., have the highest concentrations 

Figure 1. Geographic Distribution of Jobs Within 35 Miles 
of the CBD, 98 Metro Areas, 2006 

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data
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Figure 1. Geographic Distribution of Jobs Within 35 Miles of the CBD, 98 Metro Areas, 2006 
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of jobs in the inner ring) and the most decentralized (i.e., have the highest job shares in the outer ring). 
each of the metros listed with the highest urban core job shares have three-mile job shares above the 
98-metro average; however, smaller metro areas show even higher concentrations of employment in 
the inner ring compared to large metro areas. 

honolulu and lexington lead the list for inner ring job share among all 98 metro areas, with each 
metro locating more than twice the average share of jobs in the urban core. geographic constraints 
play a role in honolulu’s centralized employment pattern, but it is also notable that both of these 
regions were early adapters of policies to contain urban sprawl in the late 1950s, which may help 
explain their current spatial patterns of employment. honolulu has had urban containment policies in 
place since Hawaii officially became a state, while Lexington and Fayette County have been credited 
with the nation’s first urban containment effort—an urban service line that limited development in the 
green fields surrounding the urban area.31 

Map 3. Share of Employment 10 to 35 Miles from Downtown, 98 Metro Areas, 2006

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data

Map 3. Share of Employment 10 to 35 Miles from Downtown, 98 Metro Areas, 2006
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Table 1. Distribution of Jobs Within 35 Miles of the CBD by Metro Area Employment Size,  
98 Metro Areas, 2006

     Share of Jobs

   Total Number  Within 3 Beyond 10 

 Employment Number of of Jobs within Within 3 Miles to 10 Miles Miles from 

 Class Size Metro Areas 35 Miles of CBD of CBD of CBD the CBD

 large (>500,000 jobs) 45 62,453,654 19.6% 30.9% 49.5%

 Small (<500,000 jobs) 53 14,957,838 28.3% 45.1% 26.6%

     

 All Metro Areas 98 77,411,492 21.3% 33.6% 45.1%

Source: Brookings Institution anlaysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data   
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Among larger metro areas, the Virginia Beach-norfolk-newport news metro area contains the 
highest inner ring employment share, followed by the new york metro area. With employment hubs in 
each of the primary central cities in its region, the polycentric structure of the Virginia Beach-norfolk-
newport news metro concentrates higher shares of employment around the cBDs. A different pattern 
emerges in the new york metro area, the nation’s largest by employment. More than a third of jobs 
within 35 miles of its cBD lie in the inner ring, while the outer ring share contains a higher-than-aver-
age share of metropolitan jobs (46 percent). clearly, the job centers of lower and Midtown Manhattan 
serve to anchor employment for the entire region. Boston, the nation’s seventh-largest metro area by 
employment, also emerges among those with a high share of jobs around the downtown.

As for the most decentralized metro areas, each of the large metro areas locate more than half of 
jobs in the outer ring, and eight have outer-ring employment shares at least 15 points above the 98 
metro average. the Detroit metro area has the highest incidence of job decentralization by far. the 
current spatial location of employment in this region in part reflects shifts in population and firms dat-
ing back several decades. Starting in the 1960s, people and businesses left Detroit’s central city for the 

Most Decentralized

  Share of Jobs  

Highest shares more than  Within 3 3 to 10 More Than 

10 miles away Miles Miles 10 Miles

 

Detroit-Warren-livonia, Mi 7.0% 15.7% 77.4%

chicago-naperville-Joliet, il-in-Wi 17.9% 13.4% 68.7%

Dallas-fort Worth-Arlington, tX 10.6% 22.5% 66.9%

los Angeles-long Beach-Santa Ana, cA 8.2% 26.2% 65.6%

philadelphia-camden-Wilmington,  

pA-nJ-De-MD 15.5% 20.8% 63.7%

Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Marietta, gA 9.3% 27.5% 63.2%

Miami-fort lauderdale-Miami Beach, fl 9.3% 28.2% 62.6%

St. louis, Mo-il 14.1% 25.0% 60.9%

San francisco-oakland-fremont, cA 23.7% 19.0% 57.3%

Seattle-tacoma-Bellevue, WA 19.1% 24.8% 56.0%

  

 

poughkeepsie-newburgh- 

Middletown, ny 18.3% 14.3% 67.4%

Scranton—Wilkes-Barre, pA 24.0% 24.0% 52.0%

youngstown-Warren-Boardman, oh-pA 17.1% 37.3% 45.6%

Worcester, MA 31.4% 23.8% 44.8%

knoxville, tn 19.5% 36.2% 44.3%

portland-South portland-Biddeford, Me 36.1% 21.1% 42.7%

new haven-Milford, ct 25.2% 32.5% 42.3%

greensboro-high point, nc 21.1% 39.0% 39.9%

Augusta-richmond county, gA-Sc 22.0% 40.9% 37.1%

Albany-Schenectady-troy, ny 24.0% 39.8% 36.2%

Most Centralized

   Share of Jobs  

 Highest shares  Within 3 to 10 More Than 

 within 3 miles 3 Miles Miles 10 Miles

   

  Virginia Beach, VA-nc 36.4% 46.4% 17.1%

  new york, ny-nJ-pA 34.8% 19.0% 46.2%

  Salt lake city, Ut 32.8% 38.9% 28.3%

  las Vegas, nV 29.9% 62.8% 7.2%

  Boston, MA-nh 28.0% 24.2% 47.9%

  louisville, ky-in 27.8% 50.5% 21.7%

  pittsburgh, pA 25.9% 29.1% 45.1%

  phoenix, AZ 25.8% 50.0% 24.2%

  tampa, fl 24.9% 56.5% 18.6%

  nashville, tn 24.8% 31.9% 43.3%

  

  honolulu, hi 55.6% 29.5% 14.8%

  lexington-fayette, ky  48.0% 25.9% 26.1%

  Bakersfield, CA 43.0% 42.9% 14.1%

  Boise city, iD 42.6% 33.0% 24.4%

  Des Moines, iA 40.2% 50.6% 9.2%

  oxnard, cA 39.4% 51.0% 9.6%

  lansing, Mi 39.0% 44.6% 16.4%

  Syracuse, ny 37.7% 40.4% 21.9%

  Wichita, kS 36.9% 48.7% 14.4%

 * portland, Me 36.1% 21.1% 42.7%

Most Decentralized

   Share of Jobs  

 Highest shares more than  Within 3 to 10 More Than 

 10 miles away 3 Miles Miles 10 Miles

 

  Detroit, Mi 7.0% 15.7% 77.4%

  chicago, il-in-Wi 17.9% 13.4% 68.7%

  Dallas, tX 10.6% 22.5% 66.9%

  los Angeles, cA 8.2% 26.2% 65.6%

  philadelphia, pA-nJ-De-MD 15.5% 20.8% 63.7%

  Atlanta, gA 9.3% 27.5% 63.2%

  Miami, fl 9.3% 28.2% 62.6%

  St. louis, Mo-il 14.1% 25.0% 60.9%

  San francisco, cA 23.7% 19.0% 57.3%

  Seattle, WA 19.1% 24.8% 56.0%

 

  poughkeepsie, ny 18.3% 14.3% 67.4%

  Scranton—Wilkes-Barre, pA 24.0% 24.0% 52.0%

  youngstown, oh-pA 17.1% 37.3% 45.6%

  Worcester, MA 31.4% 23.8% 44.8%

  knoxville, tn 19.5% 36.2% 44.3%

 * portland, Me 36.1% 21.1% 42.7%

  new haven, ct 25.2% 32.5% 42.3%

  greensboro, nc 21.1% 39.0% 39.9%

  Augusta, gA-Sc 22.0% 40.9% 37.1%

  Albany, ny 24.0% 39.8% 36.2%

Large Employment Centers

 

Small Employment Centers

Table 2. Most Centralized and Decentralized Metro Areas by Employment Share,  
by Metro Area Employment Size, 2006

*”Centralized” measures inner ring job share. “Decentralized” measures outer ring job share. Compared to other small metros, Portland, ME appears in both 

categories because its employment concentrates in both the core and metro fringe (Its middle-ring share is less than half the small metro average). 

Source: Brookings Institution anlaysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data

Note: Official metro names are shortened; see Appendix for full OMB designations
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surrounding suburbs, reducing the city’s population by half, and in the years since, the central city has 
not managed to recapture its previous level of population or employment.32 

Atlanta and los Angeles also top the list for decentralized employment. Atlanta has never histori-
cally been a dense urban center, and it lacks any geographic barriers to check its outward growth.33 As 
for the los Angeles metro area, the passage of proposition 13 in 1978, which limited local property tax 
revenues, may have helped shape employment distribution patterns in the region. in the two decades 
after its passage, the metro area saw the number of newly incorporated cities expand by 20 percent 
as jurisdictions competed for employers that could produce sales taxes.34 previous research has shown 
that metro areas containing higher numbers of political units are more likely to demonstrate decen-
tralized employment patterns.35 large patches of un-developable land coupled with political fragmen-
tation and a lack of regional cohesion may thus have contributed to job decentralization within the los 
Angeles region.36

the small metros that make the list, most in the northeast and Midwest, have outer-ring jobs shares 
that exceed the small metro average by almost 10 percentage points or more, with the top three out-
pacing the 98 metro average. Several of these metro areas also have above-average shares of employ-
ment in the manufacturing industry, and four—Scranton, youngstown, new haven, and Albany—are 
home to older industrial cities.37 on the whole, the 33 older industrial metro areas in this study tend 
to exhibit higher-than-average levels of employment decentralization. the following section explores 
the relationship between industries and job decentralization in more detail. 

B. Job location within metropolitan areas varies widely across industries. 
land use and zoning, topography, transportation investments, and governance arrangements can all 
influence the spatial location of jobs in a metro area. The metro area’s underlying industrial structure 
may be an important factor as well. Some industries are land-intensive, while others tend toward 
denser urban locations. thus, a metro area’s specializations may also help to explain its degree of 
employment decentralization. 

Table 3 shows the spatial distribution of jobs for each major industry in 2006. in keeping with the 
overall employment share pattern in the top 98 metro areas, almost every industry has the highest 
share of jobs in the outer ring, the next-highest share in the middle ring, and lowest share in the inner 
ring. The finance and insurance and utilities industries, however, locate almost one-third of their jobs 
in the inner ring—well above average across all jobs of 21 percent.

in addition to these two industries, several other human capital-intensive sectors demonstrate a 
more centralized employment distribution than average. At least one-quarter of all information; pro-
fessional, scientific, and technical services; and health care and social assistance jobs locate within the 
urban core. educational services jobs distribute relatively evenly across each ring.

At the other end of the spectrum, the industries exhibiting the greatest decentralization of employ-
ment in 2006 were more land-intensive sectors that often locate towards the metropolitan fringe. 
Forestry, fishing and hunting, and agriculture support; manufacturing; and mining top the industry 
list for share of employment located more than 10 miles from downtown, with jobs shares above 50 
percent in the outer ring. At least half of construction and retail trade jobs also locate more than 10 
miles from the cBD. 

the types of industries in which a metro area specializes may thus relate to its spatial pattern of 
employment.38 for instance, metro areas with a specialization in the manufacturing industry show 
higher-than-average levels of job decentralization. large metro areas in this category—like Detroit 
or chicago—locate less than 16 percent of jobs in the urban core and 56 percent of employment 
more than 10 miles away from downtown on average. Smaller manufacturing metro areas—including 
youngstown and poughkeepsie—locate almost 30 percent of jobs in the outer ring, three points higher 
than the small metro average.

in contrast, smaller metro areas with a specialization in information show higher levels of employ-
ment centralization on average. larger metro areas in this category—like new york and Boston—locate 
more than 23 percent of jobs downtown, almost four points higher than the large metro average for 
total employment. Smaller metro areas—including Des Moines and oxnard-thousand oaks—locate more 
than 31 percent of total employment in the urban core and just 21 percent in the outer ring, notably 
more centralized than the small metro average. 
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While industry structure may be one factor associated with the extent of employment decentraliza-
tion within metro areas, causation remains unclear. For instance, is the finance and insurance industry 
relatively centralized because of something inherent in the industry (e.g., agglomeration benefits), or 
because so many finance jobs are located in New York? It is likely that both are factors, but further 
research will be needed to tease out the contribution each makes to the patterns seen here. 

C. Employment steadily decentralized between 1998 and 2006: 95 out of 98 metro 
areas saw a decrease in the share of jobs located within three miles of the downtown. 
over the course of the 1990s, downtowns in major metro areas throughout the country experienced a 
sort of renaissance. the population living in downtowns grew by 10 percent over that decade, after 20 
years of decline.39 

While that upswing has continued to a certain extent in this decade, the “rebirth” of downtowns 
appears to have remained a residential rather than a jobs-based phenomenon.40 from 1998 to 2006, 
the top 98 metro areas experienced a 10 percent increase in the number of jobs within 35 miles of 
downtown. however, the urban core saw an increase of less than one percent, compared to job growth 
of 9 percent in the middle ring and more than 17 percent growth in the outer ring. As a result, the 
geographic distribution of employment steadily decentralized in the top 98 metro areas over this time 
period. 

Figures 2A and 2B depict the outward shift of job share. the outer ring added two and a half times 
the net number of jobs gained in the middle ring, and almost 57 times more jobs than the inner ring. 
overall, the area within three miles of downtown lost 2.1 percentage points of metropolitan job share 
between 1998 and 2006. in contrast, the share of jobs located more than 10 miles from downtown 
grew by 2.6 percentage points. 

Table 3. Geographic Distribution of Jobs Within 35 Miles of the CBD by Industry,  
98 Metro Areas, 2006

   Share of Jobs, 2006  

  Within 3 Miles 3 to 10 Miles More than 

 Industry of CBD from CBD 10 Miles from CBD

 All Jobs 21.3% 33.6% 45.1%

   

 retail trade 13.0% 36.5% 50.5%

 construction 13.8% 33.9% 52.3%

 Manufacturing 14.0% 32.4% 53.7%

 forestry, fishing, hunting, and Agriculture Support 16.2% 18.8% 65.1%

 transportation and Warehousing 16.6% 39.2% 44.2%

 Wholesale trade 18.3% 33.8% 47.9%

 Administrative, Support, Waste Management Services 20.3% 35.9% 43.8%

 Mining 21.3% 25.8% 53.0%

 Accommodation and food Services 21.5% 33.9% 44.6%

 real estate, rental, and leasing 22.5% 36.2% 41.3%

 Management of companies, enterprises 23.2% 30.8% 46.0%

 health care and Social Assistance 24.7% 34.8% 40.5%

 Arts, entertainment, and recreation 24.7% 28.8% 46.5%

 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 28.7% 29.3% 42.0%

 information 28.7% 31.9% 39.4%

 educational Services 31.2% 34.3% 34.5%

 finance and insurance 31.7% 30.0% 38.3%

 Utilities 32.7% 25.1% 42.2%

Source: Brookings Institution anlaysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data 
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this growth in outer-ring employment share 
matches the increase seen in the share of the 
population living more than 10 miles from down-
town (2.7 percentage points); however, the decline 
in urban core job share over this time period 
outstripped the decrease in the share of house-
holds located downtown (2.1 versus 1.1 percentage 
points, respectively).41 this “hollowing out” of jobs 
progressed gradually over the five points in time 
assessed, through a period of economic growth, 
contraction, and slow recovery.

the trend of declining job share in the inner 
core, and expanding job share outside the inner 
ring, was evident in 95 of the 98 metro areas 
analyzed (see Appendix A for detailed data on 
individual metro areas). however, the exact pattern 
of decentralization was not uniform across metro 
areas. overall, four overarching patterns of change 
in the spatial distribution of jobs emerge (Table 4).

As shown in Table 4, more than half of the metro 
areas in the study experienced rapid decentraliza-
tion. together, these 53 metro areas, listed in Table 
5, had a higher-than-average gain in the share 
of jobs beyond 10 miles, and losses in job share 
in both the urban core and 3- to 10-mile ring. for 
some metro areas, this outward shift came amidst 
net job gains shared across the region. Atlanta and 
Washington, D.c. experienced this type of growth, 
as did many of the metro areas that lead the list 
for largest gains in outer-ring job share overall, 
including phoenix-Mesa, Austin, and cape coral 
(Table 6). for other metro areas, rapid decentral-
ization occurred during a period of declining total 
employment. Metro areas like Sarasota, cleveland, 
and Syracuse lost jobs overall between 1998 and 
2006, but employment in their outer-ring areas 
either grew or declined less slowly relative to 
closer-in areas.

Table 4. Change in the Geographic Distribution of Jobs by Metro Type, 98 Metro Areas, 1998 to 2006

 1998 Share of Jobs  2006 Share of Jobs  Change in Share of Jobs 1998 to 2006 

 Number  Within 3 to 10 More Than Within 3 to 10 More Than Within 3 to 10 More Than 

 of Metros Type 3 Miles Miles 10 Miles 3 Miles Miles 10 Miles 3 Miles Miles 10 Miles

  53 rapid Decentralization 20.7% 36.0% 43.4% 18.5% 34.3% 47.2% -2.2% -1.7% 3.9%

  30 Moderate Decentralization 27.6% 30.3% 42.1% 25.5% 31.5% 43.0% -2.0% 1.2% 0.9%

  12 Shift to the Middle 28.8% 32.0% 39.2% 27.3% 34.9% 37.8% -1.5% 2.9% -1.4%

  3 gains in the center 26.9% 44.5% 28.6% 28.1% 42.3% 29.6% 1.2% -2.2% 1.0%

            

  98 Total 23.3% 34.2% 42.5% 21.3% 33.6% 45.1% -2.1% -0.5% 2.6%

Source: Brookings Institution anlaysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data          

  

Figure 2A. Change in Employment, 98 Metro Areas, 1998 to 2006

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data
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98 Metro Areas, 1998 to 2006

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data

Figure 2B. Geographic Distribution of Job Share, 
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Table 5. 98 Metro Areas by Type of Change in the Spatial Location of Employment, 1998 to 2006

Total
large

Small

Rapid Decentralization
53 Metro Areas
Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Marietta, gA
Austin-round rock, tX
Baltimore-towson, MD
chicago-naperville-Joliet, il-in-Wi
cincinnati-Middletown, oh-ky-in
cleveland-elyria-Mentor, oh
columbus, oh
Dallas-fort Worth-Arlington, tX
Denver-Aurora, co
Detroit-Warren-livonia, Mi
houston-Baytown-Sugar land, tX
indianapolis, in
Jacksonville, fl
kansas city, Mo-kS
louisville, ky-in
Memphis, tn-MS-Ar
Miami-fort lauderdale-Miami Beach, fl
Minneapolis-St. paul-Bloomington, Mn-Wi
nashville-Davidson—Murfreesboro, tn
orlando, fl
philadelphia-camden-Wilmington, pA-nJ-De-MD
phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, AZ
pittsburgh, pA
portland-Vancouver-Beaverton, or-WA
providence-new Bedford-fall river, ri-MA
richmond, VA
riverside-San Bernardino-ontario, cA
Sacramento—Arden-Arcade—roseville, cA
Salt lake city, Ut
San Antonio, tX
San Diego-carlsbad-San Marcos, cA
San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa clara, cA
Seattle-tacoma-Bellevue, WA
St. louis, Mo-il
tampa-St. petersburg-clearwater, fl
Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, Dc-VA-MD-WV

Albany-Schenectady-troy, ny
Birmingham-hoover, Al
cape coral-fort Myers, fl 
colorado Springs, co
el paso, tX
honolulu, hi
knoxville, tn
little rock-north little rock, Ar
new haven-Milford, ct
new orleans-Metairie-kenner, lA
oklahoma city, ok
omaha-council Bluffs, ne-iA
raleigh-cary, nc
Sarasota-Bradenton-Venice, fl
Springfield, MA
Syracuse, ny
tucson, AZ

Moderate Decentralization
30 Metro Areas
charlotte-gastonia-concord, nc-Sc
hartford-West hartford-east hartford, ct
las Vegas-paradise, nV
los Angeles-long Beach-Santa Ana, cA
new york-northern new Jersey- 
 long island, ny-nJ-pA
San francisco-oakland-fremont, cA
Virginia Beach-norfolk-newport news,  
 VA-nc

Akron, oh
Albuquerque, nM
Augusta-richmond county, gA-Sc
Baton rouge, lA
Boise city-nampa, iD
Buffalo-niagara falls, ny
charleston-north charleston, Sc
columbia, Sc
Dayton, oh
Des Moines, iA
grand rapids-Wyoming, Mi
greenville, Sc
Jackson, MS
lancaster, pA
lansing-east lansing, Mi
lexington-fayette, ky 
poughkeepsie-newburgh-Middletown, ny
rochester, ny
Stockton, cA
toledo, oh
tulsa, ok
Wichita, kS
Worcester, MA

Shift to the Middle
12 Metro Areas
Boston-cambridge-
Quincy, MA-nh

Allentown- 
 Bethlehem-easton, 
 pA-nJ
Bakersfield, CA
Durham, nc 
fresno, cA
greensboro-high 
point, nc
harrisburg-carlisle, 
 pA
Madison, Wi
portland-South 
portland-Biddeford,  
 Me
Scranton—Wilkes- 
 Barre, pA
trenton-ewing, nJ 
youngstown-Warren- 
 Boardman, oh-pA

Gains in the Core
3 Metro Areas
Milwaukee-Waukesha- 
 West Allis, Wi

chattanooga, tn-gA
oxnard-thousand  
 oaks-Ventura, cA
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the metro areas that experienced moderate decentralization over this time period distinguish 
themselves from the previous category in that, while losing job share around their downtowns, the 3- 
to 10-mile ring gained job share along with the outer ring. While jobs shifted outward in these regions 
between 1998 and 2006, metro areas like las Vegas, San francisco, and Buffalo did not experience the 
rapid pace of job decentralization that many other metro areas did.

in contrast, metro areas experiencing a shift to the middle actually saw the share of their jobs 
located more than 10 miles from downtown drop during this period. taken together, the 12 metro 
areas in this category experienced an increase in middle ring job share of almost 3 percentage points, 
coupled with a roughly one-and-a-half percentage point decline in the inner and outer rings. Between 
1998 and 2006, the 3- to 10-mile ring gained employment, either at a faster rate than the urban 
core and outer ring (e.g., Boston, Allentown, and Bakersfield) or while downtown and outer-ring jobs 
declined (e.g., greensboro and youngstown). 

the remaining three metro areas were the only ones to experience gains in the core ring between 
1998 and 2006. of these three, just one—oxnard-thousand oaks—saw the share of metropolitan jobs in 
the urban core increase by more than one percentage point. oxnard-thousand oaks experienced a two-
point shift towards the inner ring coupled with declines in both the middle- and outer-ring job share. 
this is a fast-growing region anchored by two cBDs, in “boomburbs” that sustained double-digit popula-
tion growth each decade between 1950 and 2000, and have continued to grow since 2000.42 in addition, 
both cities are located in a county with strong urban containment policies regulating development.43 

on the whole, while almost every major metro area experienced decentralizing employment trends, 
differences in the magnitude of that decentralization emerge by region (Figure 3). though all four 
regions saw employment share shift away from the urban core, the trends in the South are the most 
emblematic of the spatial changes in metropolitan employment that occurred between 1998 and 
2006; southern metros experienced the largest decrease in urban core job share among the regions 
(2.8 percentage points), coupled with a 4.8 percentage-point increase in the outer-ring.

Moreover, total metropolitan employment also seems to play a role in the extent of job decentral-
ization that took place over this period. As Table 5 illustrates, smaller metro areas experienced the 
complete range of change in job distribution between 1998 and 2006, with significant representation 
in every category. large metro areas, on the other hand, are much more likely to have undergone 
rapid decentralization. This may reflect the fact that larger metros started out more decentralized 
than smaller metros in 1998, and may therefore be at different points on their development continua. 
It may also reflect differing economic choices and strategies for land use and development.

Table 6. Metro Areas with the Largest Increase in Share of Jobs More than 10 Miles from the CBD, 1998 to 2006

 Metro Area Change Within 3 Miles, 1998–2006 Change 3 to 10 Miles, 1998–2006 Change Beyond 10 Miles, 1998–2006

  phoenix, AZ -7.0% -1.5% 8.5%

   Memphis, tn-MS-Ar -2.4% -6.0% 8.4%

   Jacksonville, fl -5.5% -2.2% 7.8%

   orlando, fl -2.9% -4.6% 7.5%

   Austin, tX -3.3% -3.6% 6.9%

   houston, tX -2.6% -4.3% 6.9%

   Salt lake city, Ut -4.2% -2.7% 6.9%

   Sacramento, cA -2.6% -4.2% 6.8%

   new orleans, lA -5.3% -1.5% 6.8%

   cape coral, fl  -5.7% -1.0% 6.7%

Source: Brookings Institution anlaysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data   
Note: Official metro names are shortened; see Appendix for full OMB designations
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D. In almost every major industry, jobs shifted away from the city center between 1998 
and 2006. 
Similar to the overall trend of job decentralization during this period of economic growth, recession, 
and recovery, almost every major industry (17 out of 18) saw its share of jobs beyond 10 miles from down-
town expand, and all but two saw job shares within 3 miles of downtown contract, between 1998 and 
2006. Figure 4 presents the change in outer ring employment share from 1998 to 2006 by industry. 
the construction industry experienced a boom in employment between 1998 and 2006, particularly 
in many Sun Belt metros in the South and West, and exhibited a marked shift toward outer-ring loca-
tions.44 forty-seven (47) of the 98 metro areas have a specialization in construction, and they saw an 
average gain of 3.9 percentage points in outer-ring job share. All but seven of these metro areas are 
located in the South and West, and several rank among those with the greatest outer-ring job share 
gains overall, including orlando, cape coral, and houston as well as Sacramento and phoenix-Mesa. 
consistent with the housing boom in the Sun Belt, as construction jobs increased overall in these 
metro areas, the fastest growth occurred in the metropolitan fringe. 

Manufacturing employment decentralized, too, but in a very different context. overall, this industry 
lost jobs between 1998 and 2006, with net decreases in each metropolitan ring. Because employment 
declines in the urban core outpaced those in the outer ring, manufacturing jobs continued to decen-
tralize. As a group, the 38 metro areas with a specialization in manufacturing—most in the rust Belt 
and South—followed this pattern, with an average gain of 1.9 percentage points in outer-ring job share. 

even industries that remain relatively rooted in and around downtowns, such as health care and 
social assistance; finance and insurance; and professional, scientific, and technical services saw job 
share spread outward over the eight-year period. for instance, the 31 metro areas that specialize in 
professional, scientific, and technical services, including Austin, Albuquerque, and Oklahoma City, 
experienced a shifting of job share away from downtown and the middle ring, resulting in an outer-ring 
gain of more than two points.

As these examples suggest, metropolitan-level and industry-level changes in employment location 
relate to one another. of the 22 metro areas that saw their outer-ring job share increase by at least 5 
percentage points from 1998 to 2006, all specialized in at least one industry that decentralized at an 

Figure 3. Change in Distribution of Jobs by Region, 98 Metro Areas, 1998 to 2006

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data

Figure 3. Change in Employment Share Location by Region, 98 Metro Areas, 1998 to 2006
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above-average rate, and 21 specialized in more than one such industry. conversely, of the 25 metros 
that experienced a decline in outer-ring job share or a growth of less than one percentage point, all but 
one specialized in at least one industry that experienced a below-average rate of job decentralization. 

these patterns help illustrate the association between industry structure and the spatial location of 
employment at the metro area level, though they raise questions about that relationship. for instance, 
did changes in the finance industry lead to decentralization of finance jobs within metro areas, or did 
developments across metro areas (growth in some metro areas, declines in others) lead to shifts in the 
overall spatial location patterns at the industry level? These trends also raise questions about what 
might be appropriate location decisions for certain industries as metro areas change over time. for 
instance, the transportation and warehousing industry leads the list for highest increases in outer-ring 
job share. it might be expected that, as metro areas grow, this industry would decentralize away from 
densely populated areas in the city center.45 

While not all industry employment location trends map neatly to the experience of the individual 
metro areas that specialize in them, this analysis suggests that industry structure serves as one of a 
number of factors that shape the changing location of employment within metro areas. 

Figure 4. Change in Share of Jobs beyond 10 Miles from CBD by Industry,  
Top 98 Metro Areas, 1998 to 2006

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data

Figure 4. Change in Outer Ring Job Share by Industry, Top 98 Metro Areas, 1998 to 2006

-2.0% -1.0% 0.0% 1.0% 2.0% 3.0% 4.0% 5.0% 6.0% 7.0% 8.0%

Mining

Education

Arts

Information

Health

Manufacturing

All Jobs

Wholesale

Accommodation

Management

Retail

Forestry, Fishing, Hunting

Professional

Administrative

Construction

Real Estate

Utilities

Finance

Transportation

Percentage Point Change

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of ZIP Code Business Patterns data

In
d
u

st
ry



BROOKINGS | April 200916

Conclusion

T
his analysis sheds light on the decentralization of employment that took place in almost all 
of the leading metropolitan areas in the country between 1998 and 2006. While many once 
declining central-city downtowns have captured visible new residential and commercial vital-
ity in recent years, the dominant trend across metropolitan areas and industries has pro-

duced further spreading out of jobs toward the metropolitan fringe.
By 2030, the United States will add over 90 billion square feet of commercial and industrial devel-

opment—nearly twice as much as existed in 2000—to accommodate a projected 60 million new jobs.46 
even if, as anticipated, only half of that new development occurs as low-density new construction, we 
can expect to see a continued shift of employment share away from downtowns across the country. 
in particular, the southern and western regions of the United States are projected to experience the 
most significant growth. As those regions grow, will jobs become even more decentralized, as in Dallas, 
Atlanta, and charlotte; or will they shift to a more compact form, as in Albuquerque, San Jose, and 
Tucson?

this analysis also makes clear that job decentralization results not solely from growth. Metro areas 
that lost jobs between 1998 and 2006 also exhibited decentralizing patterns as net employment losses 
shifted job share away from the urban core. clearly, the continued decentralization of jobs affects 
communities across the country, regardless of size or region, growth or decline. 

economic circumstances have shifted markedly since 2006, of course. Since the current recession 
began in December of 2007, the U.S. economy has shed almost 4.4 million jobs. certain industries, 
such as construction, administrative and waste support services, and manufacturing have been hit 
especially hard over this period, though almost every industry—with exceptions in education services 
and health care and social services—has shared in the downturn.47 Several of the harder-hit industries 
exhibited an above-average rate of metropolitan decentralization in 2006, indicating that the initial 
effects of the recession may slow further job sprawl over the short term (Table 3). the underlying 
industry specializations of each metro area will most likely affect the extent to which the current 
downturn impacts its job decentralization trend post-2006. 

As this analysis has shown, however, job decentralization trends do not move in lock-step with the 
economic cycle; jobs continued to shift towards the fringe in almost every major metro area, regard-
less of overarching economic circumstances between 1998 and 2006. therefore, though the current 
downturn may slow the long-term trend, it is unlikely on its own to reverse the patterns documented 
here. the more important question regards the eventual economic recovery of our nation and its  
metropolitan economies: When jobs begin to grow again in these regions, how and where will that 
growth occur?

Just as they have for the past several decades, policymakers are making decisions right now that 
will shape future development patterns across the country.48 currently, members of the 111th congress 
and the new administration, along with leaders at the state and local level, are crafting policies with 
the potential to directly impact metropolitan development patterns and, by extension, the location of 
employment. the recently passed American recovery and reinvestment Act of 2009 will result in bil-
lions of dollars of new spending in areas including transportation and infrastructure, housing, energy, 
and job creation. if used wisely by federal, state, and local leaders, these investments could help spur 
cohesive planning and policies that connect decisions around affordable housing, transportation, and 
jobs to foster more compact and sustainable development. if not, these investments could accelerate 
low-density exurban development and exacerbate the range of challenges associated with unchecked 
sprawl.

clearly, the spatial distribution of employment within a region intersects with a whole host of policy 
areas. these issues do not exist in independent silos, though too often policy decisions have been 
made as if they do. Understanding the changing location of jobs within U.S. regions represents a nec-
essary step towards implementing more cohesive, comprehensive policies for economically productive, 
socially inclusive, and environmentally sustainable metropolitan growth. 
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