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S
ome commentators have begun to refer to the 2000s as “the lost decade,” largely on the basis 

of the lack of job and economic growth nationally over the decade.1 President Obama himself 

referred to the decade as such in his January 2010 State of the Union address. 

But the decade was lost in another sense, too; the 

nation lost time and opportunity to respond to the 

challenges and prospects that its new demographic 

realities portend. 

We now stand on the precipice of a “decade of 

reckoning.” The economic rollercoaster of the past 10 

years has distracted the United States and its major 

metropolitan areas from grappling with the urgent 

implications of the longer-run shifts afoot in our 

society. Issues such as how to support communities 

with rapidly aging populations, how to meet family 

and labor market needs through immigration, how to 

build workforce skills to maintain American economic 

leadership, and how to help lower-paid workers sup-

port themselves and their families simply cannot 

go unaddressed for another decade without risking 

serious degradation to our collective standard of 

living, not to mention the quality of our democracy. 

Tackling these and other challenges will require 

coherent, purposeful leadership at the national scale 

in the coming years.

This reckoning must occur at the metropolitan 

level, too. National policy will be necessary, but 

not sufficient, for addressing the wide range of 

challenges facing metropolitan areas. Indeed, the 

increasingly distinct profiles of major metro areas 

along the key dimensions outlined in this report 

demand that their own agendas—at the state, 

regional, and local levels—confront the issues most 

pressing to their own futures. For all metropolitan 

areas, that includes embracing governance adap-

tations that recognize and take advantage of the 

increasingly common demographic, social, and eco-

nomic trajectories of their cities and suburbs.

The Macro—Securing  
the Platform for  
Metropolitan Prosperity
The issues that the five new realities documented 

here raise are by no means completely off the 

national radar. Government fiscal analysts, financial 

planners, and hospital administrators, for instance, 

are only too aware of the challenges and oppor-

tunities raised by the impending retirement and 

ongoing aging of the boomers. Likewise, the future 

of America’s immigration policies remains in flux 

amid contentious debate over how they should treat 

undocumented workers. 

Yet in these areas and others, national conver-

sations tend to overlook the fact that these new 

realities affect not only “macro” conditions such as 

the federal budget and the U.S. labor market. They 

are also experienced in places—mostly in our nation’s 

largest metropolitan areas. Actors at the metropoli-

tan level cannot, on their own, tackle the enormous 

challenges emerging from these social, demographic, 
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and economic shifts. Only national policy makers 

have the fiscal and jurisdictional reach, and authority 

to make the truly market-shaping decisions needed 

to address these new realities. However, this requires 

an agenda that goes beyond the conventional ways 

in which these issues are framed at the national 

level, to confront aspects of particular concern for 

the metropolitan communities on the front lines of 

these trends.

Accommodating More Efficient Growth
America’s growth, as described earlier, confers both 

blessings and challenges. The economic and fiscal 

future of our nation would be in much greater doubt 

if we were not managing to continuously replenish 

our younger population through natural increase and 

immigration. At the same time, the volumes of peo-

ple that we expect to add in the coming decades—a 

projected 90 million between now and 2050—are 

without equal in the industrialized world. Moreover, 

that growth will coincide with urgent new challenges 

for energy consumption and global climate change. 

Quite naturally, the debate at the national level 

around growth and the future of our environment 

has focused on reducing greenhouse gas emissions 

by raising the relative market price of the energy 

sources that produce them, through a carbon tax, 

“cap and trade,” and investment in cleaner energy 

technologies. 

In addition to these strategies, however, national 

leaders makers must address flaws in federal policy 

that have enabled the sort of energy-intensive, 

distended growth patterns familiar to most metro-

politan areas:

• Because transportation is the single largest 

contributor to the nation’s carbon footprint, federal 

transportation policy must also play a role in reduc-

ing wasteful growth patterns. The reauthorization 

of the federal transportation law should reward 

and direct greater alignment between housing and 

transportation planning at the state and local levels; 

condition federal affordable housing and transit 

funds on the coordinated use of both; and issue 

“sustainability challenge contracts” to states and 

metropolitan areas that allow them to pursue coordi-

nated growth strategies that collectively reduce their 

carbon footprints2

• Reducing the deductibility of mortgage inter-

est could help discourage the over-consumption of 

housing, which not only contributes to sprawling 

development patterns within metro areas, but also 

fueled the economic crisis of the late 2000s and 

over-supply in many Western and Southeastern 

growth centers. Proposals to lower the rate at which 

higher-income taxpayers can itemize deductions, 

convert the mortgage interest deduction to a credit, 

or phase out the deduction for larger, more expen-

sive, or second homes could all preserve society’s 

implicit preference for homeownership, while 

encouraging more environmentally prudent housing 

patterns3

Integrating and Incorporating  
Diverse Populations
The notion of America as a great “melting pot,” 

popularized during the last great wave of immigra-

tion at the dawn of the 20th century, implied that 

new arrivals to this country would absorb the ways 

of their new society, preserving a more homoge-

neous “American culture.” That notion was always a 

bit of a myth, because as immigrants assimilated into 

American society, they expanded the boundaries of 

its culture. That expansion and its accompanying ten-

sions continue today, especially given the dramatic 

regional shift in the sources of U.S. immigration, 

the rising share of population born abroad, and the 
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labor market challenges currently facing the country. 

Moreover, underlying concerns extend beyond the 

foreign born to include other growing non-white 

shares of the U.S. population, such as African 

Americans and the “second generation” children of 

immigrant parents.

As others have persuasively argued, the demo-

graphics of our society require the successful eco-

nomic and social incorporation of diverse younger 

populations.4 As the ratio of seniors to working-age 

residents grows in the coming decades, how these 

populations fare will largely dictate our ability to 

support older populations economically, maintain a 

stable housing market, and supply the human capital 

for the institutions and occupations on which seniors 

will depend. In this sense, comprehensive immigra-

tion reform that protects our borders, meets our 

labor market needs while protecting U.S. workers, 

and provides a fair pathway to legal status for long-

time residents is surely an immediate national policy 

priority. 

While this approach may resolve for now the 

future of U.S. immigration policy, it does not amount 

to a coherent U.S. immigrant policy that assists in 

the incorporation of these new populations and 

others like them. In its absence, metropolitan com-

munities on the receiving end of recent waves of 

immigrants have responded in hundreds of conflict-

ing, often counter-productive ways to these influxes. 

Responding in a timely and strategic way to new and 

existing immigrant populations at the regional level 

may require federal support to bolster programs and 

practices—such as literacy training, workforce assis-

tance, civic engagement and citizenship classes—that 

facilitate incorporation but may be destined for 

cuts in the current fiscal environment. One proposal 

would create a national Office of New Americans 

to elevate the largely makeshift, localized efforts 

toward integration to form a strategic nationwide 

network.5 Such a network should focus on metro-

politan approaches, as individual jurisdictions do not 

serve the broader set of communities (e.g., work-

places, schools, places of worship, social networks) 

that form the locus of immigrant integration.

Enhancing Community Affordability and 
Vitality for Seniors
The national conversation around aging has recently 

focused, with good reason, on the fiscal impacts of 

boomer retirements—particularly on public health 

care expenditures. The recently enacted health care 

reform law probably represents only the beginning of 

what will be a long-running debate on the topic. Still 

to be fully reckoned with are decisions to ensure the 

fiscal future of the Social Security system, while pre-

serving and encouraging the labor market contribu-

tions of boomers as they advance beyond age 65. 

We cannot know for sure what the retirement 

of the boomers will mean for the landscape of 

America’s metropolitan areas, especially the suburbs 

in which most are located. The generation’s demo-

graphic, social, and economic diversity suggests that 

communities will both benefit and face new chal-

lenges from the aging in place of the boomers. 

Federal policy has an important role to play in 

helping communities accommodate these diverse 

older populations in ways that enhance quality of life 

and community vitality for all residents. On prior-

ity must be to meet increased demand for afford-

able housing for seniors, such as units subsidized 

through the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development’s (HUD’s) Section 202 program, and 

coordinate supportive services for those popula-

tions (funded by the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services). For the home-owning majority of 

boomers, HUD should also exact greater oversight of 
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counseling around home equity conversion mort-

gages (HECMs). These products allow seniors to 

convert their home equity into cash advances while 

still living in their homes, but which are too often 

marketed and sold in misleading ways.6 To preserve 

and enhance senior mobility, federal transportation 

planning requirements could obligate grantees to 

take into account the specific highway and transit 

needs of older populations, and funding could be 

conditioned on their success in meeting accessibil-

ity targets.7 Likewise, greater coordination of federal 

affordable housing and transit programs could be a 

further lever to improve seniors’ access to walkable 

communities with a range of transportation options.8

Accelerating Higher Educational  
Attainment
Improving the quality of education is no less than a 

public policy obsession for many public- and private-

sector leaders, at all levels of the system. And with 

good reason—the rising human capital levels of our 

population explained much of America’s economic 

success in the 20th century, and will probably be an 

even more important contributor to our standards of 

living into the future.9 

In that regard, it is difficult to see how much 

longer the United States can abide widely divergent 

educational outcomes by race and ethnicity, given 

our changing population characteristics. By 2050, 

non-Hispanic whites will represent less than half of 

the nation’s prime working-age (25 to 64) popula-

tion. Over the next 40 years, blacks and Hispanics 

are projected to account for roughly 90 percent of 

total growth in that age range.10 But post-secondary 

educational attainment rates for those groups track 

below 20 percent, roughly half those for whites and 

Asians. Although racial and ethnic gaps in edu-

cational achievement and access to college have 

narrowed over time, they have persisted in college 

completion. Increasing diversity in the younger 

college-going population may go some way toward 

explaining the lower rate of college degree attain-

ment among 25 to 34 year-olds than the previous 

cohort.

Thus, federal policies that promote access to 

higher education, such as the recently enacted 

increase in the Pell Grant program, are important 

but not sufficient for significantly raising attainment. 

First, strategies to reduce inequities in prepared-

ness for higher education are crucial. The U.S. 

Department of Education should continue to focus, 

through multiple programs such as Race to the 

Top, Investing in Innovation Fund, and Title I, on 

enhancing teacher quality for students in need and 

promoting effective interventions for low-performing 

schools, which locate disproportionately in large 

metropolitan centers, both inner-city and suburban. 

Second, research indicates that rewarding institu-

tions and students not just for enrollment, but also 

for persistence and completion, in higher education 

can result in improved rates of attainment.11 The pro-

posed College Access and Completion Innovation 

Fund and American Graduation Initiative would 

focus more federal resources, and leverage state and 

local resources, to promote pathways to degrees. 

Their biggest targets would be the community 

colleges that are present in multiple parts of all 

metropolitan areas, and which serve a large and 

growing share of their racial and ethnic minority 

students. Both programs were dropped from recent 

legislation enacting the Pell Grant increase, but their 

ideas deserve continued support from federal policy 

makers concerned with reducing racial and ethnic 

disparities in higher education.
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Reducing Income Inequality
Throughout most of the 1980s and 1990s, middle-

income households and middle-wage workers 

derived limited benefit from economic growth in 

the form of rising earnings. Higher-income families 

and workers began to pull away from the pack, and 

income inequality increased. But the 2000s put an 

exclamation point on this pattern, resulting in real 

income and wage losses at the middle and bottom 

of the distribution, even as those at the higher end 

posted gains. The combination of the types of jobs 

lost during the recession, and those sustained and 

now growing in its wake, could in fact contribute to 

a labor market with even greater wage and income 

inequality than what preceded the downturn.12

At the moment, lessening income inequality has 

taken a back seat to resolving the plight of unem-

ployed workers and creating jobs among federal 

economic policy priorities, with good reason. As 

the federal government considers strategies and 

investments to reduce unemployment, it should 

seek to create and sustain jobs that not only fill 

critical functions in the economy, but also provide 

employment opportunities and decent wages for 

low- to middle-skilled workers. Along these lines, 

investments that restore and grow the productive 

capacity of the nation’s auto communities would 

help keep the nation on the front lines of innovation 

and the move to a low-carbon economy, rebalance 

U.S. trade, and bolster a sector that has tradition-

ally generated good middle-class jobs.13 Given the 

suffering these communities endured at the hands of 

the economic crisis, investments to modernize their 

infrastructure and land use, support their leadership 

in clean energy production, and keep and grow their 

advanced manufacturing industries now lie clearly 

and uniquely within the purview of federal policy.

Over the longer run, educational policies that 

prepare a larger segment of the workforce to serve 

in higher-paying industries and occupations are 

another wise investment. But for the foreseeable 

future, there will remain jobs that pay wages insuf-

ficient to help workers meet basic costs of living 

for themselves and their families. This is especially 

the case now that unemployment rates will likely 

remain high for an extended period of time. Federal 

policy must thus continue to supplement the wages 

and incomes of low- and moderate-income families. 

Subsidizing their purchase of health insurance, as 

the recently enacted health care reform law will, 

is an important step in this direction. Stepped-up 

labor standards enforcement, which the Obama 

administration has begun to undertake, could help 

improve wages for vulnerable workers and communi-

ties toward the bottom of the income distribution.14 

Equally critical are tax credits that support lower-

income working families—a majority of whom live in 

suburbs—such as the Earned Income Tax Credit and 

the Child Tax Credit.15 Federal policy makers should 

renew provisions of these credits in the coming years 

that are scheduled to expire, as well as consider 

strategies to combine and expand these and related 

credits as part of a more fundamental re-writing of 

the federal tax code.

The Metro—Understanding 
and Tailoring Responses  
to Regional Realities
National policy makers have the unique obligation to 

address aspects of the five new realities that affect 

all metropolitan areas, or are simply beyond metro-

politan areas’ own capacity to tackle. As this report 

demonstrates, however, different challenges assume 

varying levels of prominence in different types of 
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metropolitan areas. The future of second generation 

Americans, for instance, is a much more pressing 

issue in Diverse Giant and Border Growth metro 

areas than in Industrial Core areas. National policy 

responses must recognize the diverse starting points 

of metropolitan areas and, where necessary, ensure 

that interventions are tailored to those differing on-

the-ground realities.

The 2010s will be metropolitan areas’ decade of 

reckoning, too. Because these places pulled even far-

ther apart from one another on several dimensions 

of the new realities in the 2000s, federal policy alone 

cannot provide a solution tailored to each metropoli-

tan area’s individual situation. Therefore, leaders at 

the state, regional, and local levels must now more 

than ever understand and respond purposefully to 

the demographic, social, and economic changes 

most affecting their places. In doing so, they can look 

to the experience and support of metro areas with 

which they share important characteristics, as no 

metropolitan area is so unique that it stands totally 

alone in the face of these dynamics.

Border Growth and Mid-Sized Magnets
In the once booming, now sputtering growth centers 

of the Southwest and Southeast, the 2000s were an 

ephemeral decade in which housing and in-migration 

grew to play too important a role in the metropolitan 

economy. The subprime mortgage crisis originated in 

many of these places, and eventually triggered a full-

blown international economic crisis that shut down 

the engines of their growth. Much of that growth 

was not only economically unsustainable, but also 

environmentally wasteful.

Over the next decade, these metropolitan areas 

must seek greater balance. This applies first and 

foremost to their economies, which policies must 

seek to diversify away from housing, toward pro-

ductive industries that can contribute to America’s 

emerging next economy. Smart infrastructure invest-

ments in these metro areas could promote growth 

of alternative energy production and distribution, 

international travel and tourism, and linkages with 

larger nearby centers of global commerce (e.g., Los 

Angeles, Houston, Miami). This also applies to their 

own growth patterns, which in many cases have 

strained natural resources by concentrating develop-

ment in low-density locations. Their current over-

supply of housing and slowed rates of in-migration 

obligate these places to reconfigure their housing 

and transportation plans, to provide more sensible 

options for homeowners and renters in an aging 

society (especially in the Southeast) and carbon-

constrained economy. 

The other, even more existential challenge facing 

these places is to equip their emerging workforce 

with the education and skills necessary to attract 

and retain productive, competitive industries and 

occupations. With many of these metro areas 

located in states suffering severe fiscal challenges, 

their institutions of higher education—both 2-year 

and 4-year colleges—face severe cuts in their own 

budgets. Local and regional leaders in these areas 

must be fierce champions for the continued viability 

of these institutions, which offer the best hope for 

ensuring that their large and growing young, minor-

ity populations can contribute meaningfully to future 

economic growth, and provide an even better life for 

their families than their parents could.

Diverse Giant/Next Frontier
The large coastal and growing Western metro areas 

that make up the Diverse Giant and Next Frontier 

categories will retain an economic advantage in 
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the next decade from their built-in stocks of human 

capital, innovative firms and research institutions, 

and denser urban cores that attract and retain highly 

educated workers. While their increasingly diverse 

demography confers numerous strengths, it also 

raises challenges in the form of high and rising edu-

cational and income inequality.

The 18 metropolitan areas in these categories 

contain 56 percent of the nation’s foreign-born 

population, and a majority of its “second generation” 

children, too. These populations are highly diverse 

in their national origin, educational background, and 

recentness of entry to the United States. Moreover, 

57 percent of their foreign born are located in 

suburban communities, many of which are quite new 

to the phenomenon of immigration. As changes in 

these populations occur relatively quickly, public, 

private, and non-profit leaders in Diverse Giant and 

Next Frontier metro areas should undertake region-

wide efforts to monitor the size and status of their 

foreign-born populations. They should also adopt the 

most innovative practices for accelerating the civic 

and labor market integration of these populations, 

such as intergenerational and vocational literacy 

training, and programs that help immigrants become 

U.S. citizens.16

The high levels of inequality that mark many of 

these areas also create intense price pressures for 

low-income, and even middle-income, workers and 

families. Providing high-quality, affordable com-

munities for these segments of the population is 

important not only to ensure that basic public needs 

are met (e.g., by key workers in health care, educa-

tion, and safety), but also to keep retail prices in 

check more generally, and to provide viable options 

for families as they climb the economic ladder.17 The 

housing price crash has perhaps ameliorated the 

affordability pressures in these markets temporarily, 

but they are sure to grow again in the coming 

decade. More cities and regions in these metro cate-

gories could benefit from the sort of bold, long-term 

thinking that undergirded New York City’s ambitious 

PlaNYC, or the Sacramento Region’s Blueprint, each 

of which provide a roadmap for addressing future 

local and regional population needs in an environ-

mentally sustainable, fiscally efficient manner.18 In 

addition, strategies to promote greater affordability 

within these regions should take into account the 

costs of not just housing but also household trans-

portation, as the latter can represent an equally 

heavy burden on the budgets and time of moderate-

income working families.19

New Heartland
New Heartland metropolitan areas, as indicated by 

their title, represent in some ways the “middle of the 

road” on the new demographic realities transform-

ing America. Their population characteristics—more 

educated, somewhat less diverse, younger, and with 

lower levels of educational and income inequality—

reflect in large part the selective in-migration they 

experienced in the 2000s and earlier decades. As 

the recovery gets underway, the diverse economic 

specializations of these places will likely position 

them well to participate in the next wave of U.S. 

economic growth during the 2010s. However, with 

migration rates likely to remain somewhat lower in 

the near term, an “import strategy” for augmenting 

their human capital may not be as reliable as in the 

recent past.

To that end, these metropolitan areas would do 

well to focus on growing a more educated pipeline 

of workers, both present and future, from within 

their own borders. Some are home to challenged 

urban and inner-suburban school systems with high 

proportions of lower-income minority students (e.g., 
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Atlanta, Indianapolis, Minneapolis), that may now 

have an opportunity to attract new, young, middle-

class families who are choosing to live in the urban 

core. This could mean improved learning prospects 

for disadvantaged kids as well as a wider constitu-

ency for continued investment in and improvement 

of these systems.20 In addition, most of these metro-

politan areas are home to major public universities 

that educate many of their own residents, or those 

elsewhere in the state. Closer partnership between 

regional economic development and university 

officials could be geared toward convincing more of 

their students to begin their careers—and build the 

next middle class—in their alma mater’s region.

Skilled Anchor and Industrial Core
Economically, the Skilled Anchor and Industrial Core 

metro areas are quite distinct. The former have 

lower shares of their populations in manufacturing 

industries, and higher shares in services industries 

such as health and education. This difference has 

insulated them from the recent, deep economic suf-

fering visited on the Industrial Core areas. Indeed, 

some of the larger cities among the Skilled Anchors 

(e.g., Baltimore, Boston, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, 

St. Louis) showed renewed signs of residential 

strength in the 2000s that were less apparent in the 

Industrial Cores.

Yet on most of the five new demographic realities 

transforming metropolitan areas, Skilled Anchor and 

Industrial Core areas are more similar than distinct. 

They experienced rapid decentralization amidst only 

modest growth in the 2000s, and an above-average 

share of their commuting occurs by car (the highest 

rate in Industrial Cores). Immigration to these metro 

areas—with a couple of notable exceptions—is quite 

low, though most retain significant African American 

populations as a consequence of their former 

manufacturing might. They have among the oldest 

age profiles of the metropolitan types, the result 

of low in-migration and a significant aging-in-place 

boomer and senior population.

While both types of areas have similar challenges 

to tackle, then, their different economic positions 

may dictate different approaches. Slowing the tide 

of decentralization should be a priority for all of 

these metropolitan areas. Skilled Anchors have, as 

their name implies, significant anchor institutions 

in the form of universities and hospitals that can be 

effective partners in both economic and residential 

development.21 Many such institutions are present in 

the Industrial Cores, too, but in light of their vast but 

now unutilized industrial and population footprints, 

those regions likely need more radical land-use inter-

ventions to revive residential and economic vitality.

These strategies should also take account of the 

particular opportunities and challenges accompany-

ing the rapid aging of their populations. Many expe-

rienced a “brain drain” of younger workers in recent 

decades, even the Skilled Anchors where educational 

attainment remains above average. For that reason, 

efforts to keep the boomers connected to the labor 

market, even as they reach retirement age, could 

benefit these regions both socially and economical-

ly.22 Integrating housing and social services for their 

larger-than-average senior populations, in both 

urban and suburban settings, as well as supporting 

the use of home and community-based services (ver-

sus institutional care) to care for the elderly should 

be additional priorities.

Finally, the out-migration these regions have 

experienced reflects not only a decline in their 

economic functions, but also the perception among 

departing younger workers and married-couple 

families that areas like the New Heartland and 

the Next Frontier may offer themselves and their 
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children better educational opportunities, or a more 

diverse and vibrant cultural environment. Thus, 

priorities that apply to other metropolitan categories 

around welcoming and incorporating new (if still 

small) immigrant populations, and improving (if not 

completely overhauling) the human capital pipeline, 

apply at least equally to the Skilled Anchors and 

Industrial Cores.23

Enabling Metropolitan Action
Finally, new demographic realities must be met with 

new governance arrangements. More than ever, 

the lines between cities and suburbs—and the long, 

fruitless history of battles and mistrust between 

them—must be transcended. Cities and suburbs 

increasingly share challenges like poverty, growing 

elderly populations, and influxes of new Americans. 

At the same time, the fiscal crisis has dramatically 

undermined the capacity of individual jurisdictions 

to address familiar existing needs, and has compro-

mised their ability to react to new realities. States 

are facing their own intense fiscal stresses, which will 

get worse before they get better, and thus they can-

not be counted on to support the local government 

status quo.

The demographic and fiscal outlook demands 

three kinds of changes from local leaders. First, 

they must create regional solutions to new, shared 

regional challenges. Changes in suburban demo-

graphics and the challenges they raise will not 

abate in the 2010s. Local leaders need to recognize 

that these trends are playing out to a greater or 

lesser extent across most of the jurisdictions in 

their metropolitan area, and work toward regional 

solutions to regional issues. Older, larger jurisdic-

tions, with greater experience in dealing with 

poverty, or the needs of second-generation children, 

have valuable insights that can structure regional 

responses and keep other places from reinventing 

the wheel. Sometimes, new institutions are needed. 

For instance, in a growing number of metro areas, 

regional workforce intermediaries serve as critical 

links between the supply and demand sides of the 

labor market, working with employers, educational 

institutions, workforce training providers, and work-

ers at the regional scale.24 

Second, metropolitan areas need to overcome 

their legacy of fragmented “little box” govern-

ments, either through greater collaboration between 

jurisdictions, or outright consolidation of outdated, 

inefficient local government units. The Pittsburgh 

metropolitan area, for example, which declined in 

population in the 2000s, still contains 775 separate 

local governments that include municipalities, town-

ships, counties, and special districts. Fragmentation 

such as this keeps governments weak: the vast 

majority of municipalities have limited tax bases and 

struggle to provide even the most basic services. 

Fragmentation also increases the cost of govern-

ment, often leading competing jurisdictions to dupli-

cate infrastructure, staffing and services that could 

otherwise be provided more cost effectively. Finally, 

fragmentation exerts weakens long-term regional 

economic performance: parochial jurisdictions 

compete against each other rather than working 

together to resolve shared challenges and compete 

in the world economy. Consolidation, particularly of 

school districts, has yielded savings, better services, 

or both. Maine has saved $36 million by reducing 

the number of school districts from 290 to 215, 

and hopes to make additional reductions. School 

district consolidation has also been proposed in 

Pennsylvania (from 500 districts to 100) and Indiana. 

Third, metropolitan areas have to act like metro-

politan areas, especially in their dealings with states. 

In 29 states, large metropolitan areas contain a 

More than 

ever, the lines 

between cities 

and suburbs—

and the long, 

fruitless history 

of battles and 

mistrust between 

them—must be 

transcended. 
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majority of the population; in some of those states, 

just one or two metropolitan areas alone make up 

a majority of the population. Yet state legislators 

from these large centers, together with their smaller 

metropolitan counterparts, do not reliably unite to 

exercise their numerical advantage. They are divided 

by party, by race, by class, and by the outdated view 

that cities, suburbs, exurbs, and rural areas (all of 

which are found within metropolitan areas) have 

incompatible interests. As metropolitan areas grow 

and share an increasingly unified demographic pro-

file—and attendant challenges—they should consoli-

date their influence on common issues that concern 

the well-being of their populations. 

These governance ideas are, admittedly, not nec-

essarily new, nor have they been widely practiced to 

date. But the recent pace and scale of demographic 

change in metropolitan areas, and the challenges 

those trends raise amid a bleak fiscal environment, 

mean that the time has come for individual metro-

politan jurisdictions to govern together, in ways befit-

ting their increasingly common destinies.

Conclusion
Specific policy responses that truly engage and 

make the most of America’s potential in the face of 

emerging demographic realities must be priorities 

for national, metropolitan, and local actors alike in 

the coming decade. This chapter presents a policy 

framework for approaching these issues from both 

“macro” and “metro” perspectives. 

But a higher-order leadership is just as needed. 

Notwithstanding the long-term sweep of many of 

the trends described here, the pace of change and 

complexity of U.S. society only seems to multiply 

with each passing decade. Now, as the nation and its 

major metropolitan areas reach a series of critical 

demographic junctures, forging a constructive path 

forward to the “next society” is as much about help-

ing communities manage the velocity of change as it 

is about responding to its specific character. Failure 

to maximize shared responses to the inevitable chal-

lenges of change, and to promote common owner-

ship of the solutions, will only serve to sow the seeds 

of intergenerational and inter-racial, inter-ethnic 

conflict. The resulting polarization, already evident 

in our national politics, impedes adaptation and the 

timeless American struggle to form a more perfect 

union. 

Understanding—from the ground up—who 

Americans are, and who they are becoming, is a criti-

cal step toward building those bridges before they 

become impassable divides. We hope that the State 

of Metropolitan America proves a useful platform 

from which to build that understanding. n
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