
The new argument  in t he urban research lit erat ure of
t he 1990s is t hat  t he economic healt h of  cit ies and
suburbs is closely linked, wit h t he prosperit y of  subur-
ban communit ies, in part icular, depending on t hat  of
t he cent ral cit y. Suburbs t hat  ignore t he decline of
t heir cent ral cit ies cannot , despit e t heir st rong belief
t o t he cont rary, go it  alone. The well-being of ent ire
met ropolit an areas hinges on int ra-met ropolit an coop-
erat ion—and on public policies t hat  encourage cit y-
suburb cooperat ion in inf rast ruct ure planning and
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financing, t ax-base shar-
ing ,  schoo l  fi nan ce
ref orm, school dist r ict
consolidat ion, and land
use planning.

The new focus on increased
met ropolit an cooperat ion stems
from t he much higher povert y
and crime rat es in t he cit ies and
t he greater growt h of  bot h pop-
ulat ion and employment  oppor-
t unit ies in suburbs, but  also on a
b od y  o f  r esear c h  o n l inks
bet ween growt h rates of  cit ies
and suburbs wit hin met ropolit an
areas. For  example, Richard
Voit h has shown t hat  alt hough
t he relat ionship bet ween popu-
lat ion growt h in cit ies and sub-
u r bs o f  t he No r t heast  and
Midwest  in t he 1960s was nega-
t ive—that  is, as cit ies lost  popu-
lat ion, suburbs gained—t he rela-
t ionship t urned posit ive in t he
1970s and 1980s—t he great er
t he gain, or t he smaller t he loss
in cit y populat ion, t he great er
t he growt h in t heir suburbs.
Income growt h in cit ies and sub-
urbs also appears t o have been
unrelated in t he 1960s but  pos-
it ively correlat ed in t he 1970s
and 1980s. These dat a have led
many researchers t o conclude
t hat  t he cit y-suburb compet i-
t ion of  t he 1960s gave way t o
complement arit y in t he 1970s
and  1 9 8 0 s.  Go ing  f ur t her ,
Voit h, Ant hony Downs, and H.V.
Savit ch believe t he causalit y in
t his relat ionship runs f rom cit y
t o suburb.

Nonet heless, in most  older
m et r o po l i t an a r eas  in  t h e
Nort heast  and Midwest , popula-
t ion in t he cit ies cont inues t o
decline, populat ion in t he sub-
urbs cont inues t o grow, and cit y
incomes are f ar  lower  t han
t hose in t he suburbs. By con-
t rast , in t he Sout h and even
more in t he West , bot h cit y and
suburban areas have grown. The
generalizat ion t hat  t he fat es of

suburbs and t heir cent ral cit ies
are inext ricably ent wined seems
premat ure.

Large int erregional disparit ies
in met ropolit an development , in
part icular in cit y and suburban
growt h pat t erns, suggest  t he
need for flexible urban policy
rat her t han for one-size-fit s-all
met ropolit anism. If  cit y-suburb
disparit ies in some U.S. regions
are relat ively small and if  cit ies
and suburbs are bot h growing,
t here may, for example, be less
reason for urging great er met ro-
polit an policy coordinat ion. Even
in  s low ly  g r ow ing  r eg io ns ,
increased coord inat ion may
r educe  d ispar i t ies bet w een
cit ies and t heir suburbs but  may
not  increase cit y growt h rat es
enough t o reduce t he disparit ies
among regions. In short , in for-
mulat ing urban policy generally,
it  may be necessary t o heed
regional implicat ions.

P o p u l a t i o n  a n d
I n c o m e  G r o w t h
Figu r es 1  and  2  show  t he
1960–90 growt h rat es in both
p op u lat io n and  pe r  c ap i t a
income for met ropolit an-area
cit ies and suburbs in dif ferent
regions of  t he Unit ed St at es.
They show st rong regional dif -
ferences even t hough t he over-
all relat ionship ( shown by t he
dashed line)  for bot h populat ion
and income in met ropolit an-area
cit ies and suburbs is clearly pos-
it ive ( wit h t he dispersion of
symbols indicat ing subst ant ial
variat ion around t he average
relat ionship) .

The regional populat ion pat -
t ern is clear f rom t he clust ering
of  met ropolit an areas in t he
same region along dif ferent  seg-
ment s of  t he graph. Nearly all
t he cit ies in t he Nort heast  lost
populat ion, as did many in t he
Midwest .

As t he height  of  t he regional
lines shows, suburban popula-

t ion grew most  in t he West  and
least  in t he Midwest . The disper-
sion of  t he observat ions around
the lines shows t he ext ent  of
var iat ion w it hin reg ions.The
Sout h and West  show wide dif -
ferences in suburban growt h
r at es,  t he  No r t heas t  an d
Midwest  much less. 

Dif ferences in t he ext ension
of  t he lines f rom lef t  t o right
ind icat e t he relat ive growt h
rat es of  cit ies. The populat ion
declines in t he Nort heast ern and
Midwest ern cit ies are seen by
t heir clust ering at  t he lef t  of  t he
horizont al axis.The extension of
t he lines t o t he right  and t he
horizont al spread of  t he obser-
vat ions show bot h t he f ar higher
rat es of  growt h of  cit ies in t he
Sout h and West  and t he great er
variat ion in t heir growt h rat es.
The slope of  t he lines t akes us
back t o t he concern wit h cit y-
suburban links. The slope is
st eepest  in t he Nort heast , indi-
cat ing t hat  increases in c it y
growt h rat es are associat ed
wit h t he great est  increases in
suburban growt h rat es. In t he
ot her  regions, t he relat ively
flat t er lines indicat e t hat  subur-
ban populat ion growt h rat es are
far less closely associat ed wit h
cit y growt h rates. 

Dat a behind t he graphs (not
shown, but  available f rom t he
aut hor)  reveal furt her regional
dif f erences wit h important  poli-
cy implicat ions. Whet her met ro-
polit an areas were gaining or
losing cent ral-cit y populat ions,
for example, t he rat io of  subur-
ban t o cit y populat ion increased
subst ant ially over t he 30 years.
Nonet heless, t he suburb-t o-cit y
populat ion rat io increased less
in t he met ropolit an areas whose
cit y populat ions were increasing
t han in t hose whose cit ies were
losing populat ion.

The cit ies of  t he West , on
av er age m uch sm al ler  t han
t hose of  t he Nort heast  in 1960,
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had out st ripped Nort heast ern
cit ies by 1990, and t heir met ro-
polit an areas had nearly doubled
in populat ion. During t hat  same
period t he met ropolit an areas of
t he South grew nearly 70 per-
cent , t hose of  t he Nort heast
and Midwest , only 12 .5  percent
and 25 percent , respect ively. 

Regional analysis of  t he rela-
t ionship between suburban and
cit y populat ion growt h rat es
shows t hat  cit y growt h rat es
have a posit ive ef fect  on subur-
ban growt h rat es everywhere
but  are stat ist ically significant
on ly  in  t he  No r t heas t  and
Midwest  ( consist ent  wit h t he
much smaller variat ion of  t he
observat ions in t hese regions on
t he graph) . In t he Nort heast
about  12  percent  of  t he varia-
t ion in suburban populat ion

growt h rat es appears t o  be
associated wit h variat ion in t he
c i t y  g r ow t h  r at es ;  in  t he
Midwest  t he explained variat ion
is only 4 percent , indicat ing t hat
ot her  f act ors may  be more
important  for suburban popula-
t io n g r o wt h even  in  t hese
regions. In t he Sout h and West ,
c it y  populat ion growt h rat es
seem t o have virt ually no role in
subur ban  gr ow t h .
( Disent angling t he ef fect s of
annexat ion f rom regional dif fer-
ences is a challenge since most
annexat ions have occurred in
t he most  rapidly  develop ing
regions, t he Sout h and West , as
not ed by David Rusk in Cit ies
Wit hout  Suburbs.)

In figure 2, which shows t he
relat ionship bet ween percent -
age changes in real per capit a

incomes in met ropolit an-area
cit ies and suburbs by region,
regional pat t erns are far less
sharp. Real per capit a income
falls in only one suburb and in
only  one ci t y .  Met r opol i t an
areas in t he same region are f ar
less clustered on bot h t he cit y
and suburban dimensions along
dif ferent  segments of  t he graph
and, wit h t he except ion of  t he
Sout h, show relat ively lit t le vari-
at ion f rom the line. The slopes
of  t he lines are st eeper t han for
populat ion, indicat ing t hat  cit y
and suburban per capit a income
growt h rat es are more closely
relat ed t han are t he populat ion
growt h rat es. Finally, t he height
of  t he lines shows t he great est
growt h rat es in t he Sout h. The
ot her t hree regions are very
close t oget her, wit h somewhat
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lower growt h rat es in t he West .
Thus, alt hough c it y  incomes
have grown more slowly t han
suburban incomes, t he dif fer-
ences are small relat ive t o t he
populat ion changes.

A bso lut e levels—no t  j ust
growt h rat es—of  per capit a
income are also important  in ana-
lyzing dif ferences bet ween cit ies
and suburbs and among regions
in f ormulat ing urban po licy .
Regionally, t wo t hings st and out
wit h important  implicat ions for a
policy  t hat  emphasizes closer
cit y-suburban cooperat ion. First ,
in t he South and West , suburban
incomes exceeded cit y incomes
by only 2 percent  and 5 percent ,
respect ively, in 1 990 . Indeed
unt i l  1 9 9 0 ,  c i t y  per  cap it a
incomes exceeded suburban
incomes, alt hough t he rat io of

suburban t o cit y incomes has
been increasing st eadily since
1 9 6 0 . In t he Nor t heast  and
Midwest , t he disparit ies are much
g reat er :  subur b an  incom es
exceeded cit y incomes by 33
percent  in t he Northeast  and 16
percent  in t he Midwest  in 1990.
As in t he South and West , t hese
dif ferences have increased over
t ime, alt hough at  no t ime did cit y
incom es exceed  subur ban
incomes. Thus, depending on t he
region of  t he count ry being con-
sidered, very dif ferent  conclu-
sions can be reached about
income disparit ies between cit ies
and suburbs and about  policies
t o narrow t hem. Second, t here is
no absolut e Northeast -Midwest
vs. West -Sout h divide. In general,
Sout hern met ropolit an areas
have t he low est  per  capit a

incomes and t he Northeast  and
West  t he highest .

Simple st at ist ical analysis of
income growt h in t he cit y and
it s suburbs and region over t he
t hree decades shows a posit ive
relat ionship and shows t hat  rel-
at ive t o t he Nort heast  region,
suburbs in t he Sout h grew at  a
f ast er  rat e,  even  af t er  t he
faster rat e of  growt h in t heir
cent r al  c i t ies is t aken in t o
account . No regional ef fect  was
found for t he Midwest  or for t he
West  relat ive t o t he Northeast .
Overall t he explained variat ion
of  suburban incom e growt h
rat es when cit y growt h rat es
and  r eg ion  ar e t ak en  in t o
account  is about  22  percent .
Unlike t he cit y and suburban
populat ion growt h variables, t he
relat ionship bet ween cit y and
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suburban incomes is somewhat
m o r e p r ono un ced ,  bu t  t he
regional dif ferences appear less
significant . When t he relat ion-
ships bet ween cit y and subur-
ban incomes are examined sepa-
rat ely for each region, t he dif -
f erences among regions are
more pronounced in t wo ways:
t he c losest  relat ionships are
found for t he Midwest  and f or
t he West , wit h a 1  percent
increase in cit y income associat -
ed wit h an increase of  suburban
income of  about  0 .66 percent .
In t he Sout h and Midwest , t he
suburban income increase is
only  about  0 .3 3  per cent  t o
0 .50 percent  for each 1  percent
inc rease in c i t y  per  cap it a
incomes. The other major dif fer-
ence among t he regions is t hat
c i t y  inc o m e g r ow t h  r at es
explain about  20–25 percent  of
t he growt h in suburban incomes
(higher t han for populat ion)  in
all regions but  t he Sout h, where
variat ion in t he cit y -suburban
relat ionship is so great  t hat  t he
explanatory value is a mere 2
percent .

P o l i c y
I m p l i c a t i o n s

Given t he widespread expansion
of cit ies in t he South and West
and t he decline of  cit ies in t he
Nort heast  and Midwest , public
policies designed t o bring popu-
lat ion back t o t he cit ies may not
be equally  appropriat e for all
regions. Indeed, according t o
t he st at ist ical analysis of  t he
link bet ween suburban and cit y
populat ion growt h rat es, a more
met ropolit an-or ient ed po licy
t hat  recognizes t he import ance
of growt h in t he cit y for t he
region as a whole would proba-
bly have great est  impact  in t he
Northeast . 

The great  dispersion of  popu-
lat ion growt h rat es among met -
ropolit an areas in t he Sout h and
West  and t heir convergence in
t he Nort heast  and Midwest  also
suggest  t hat  urban policy wit hin
t he Sout h and West  needs t o be
more dif ferent iat ed among met -
ropolit an areas t han does policy
in t he Nort heast  and Midwest .

In t he Sout h and West  both
cit y and suburban populat ion
and per capit a incomes have
grown much f ast er over t he
t hree decades. But  per capit a
income growt h rat es in t he
No r t heast  and  Midw est

approached or exceeded t hose
in t he Sout h and West  in t he
1960s and 1980s, t hough t hey
fell far short  in t he 1970s. This
variabilit y of  regional growt h
rat es in per capit a incomes may
also suggest  t he need f or a
more regionally orient ed macro-
economic policy. 

Moreover, t o t he ext ent  t hat
per capit a incomes measure
welfare levels, t he relat ive pop-
u l at io n  d ec l ine s  o f  t h e
Nort heast  and Midwest  have
not  been associat ed wit h simi-
lar declines in welf are levels.
Thus at t empt s t o change t hree
decades of  regional shif t s f rom
t he Nort heast  and Midwest  t o
t he Sout h and West  should pro-
ceed wit h care. Only  wher e
t hese shif t s have been induced
by  inef f ic ient  subsidies t hat
suppor t  per  capit a incomes
should policy changes be con-
sidered. If  an import ant  nat ion-
al goal was and is t o spread t he
populat ion across t he nat ion,
t o reduce concent rat ion in t he
East , t hen regional policies t o
maint ain t h is r ed ist r ibut ion
m ay  hav e  b een  j u s t i fi ed —
t hough, like all policies, t hey
require per iod ic scrut iny  t o

L a r g e  i n t e r r e g i o n a l  d i s p a r i t i e s  i n  c i t y  a n d  s u b u r b a n
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evaluat e t heir cost s and benefit s and dist ribu-
t ional implicat ions.

The similarit y of  per capit a incomes in t he cit ies
and suburbs of  t he South and West  suggest s t hat
t he povert y problems in t he cit ies t here would not
be much helped by great er met ropolit an int egra-
t ion. In t he Nort heast  and Midwest , however, t he
higher suburban incomes are a pot ent ial resource
for helping t o alleviat e povert y in t he cit ies—if , of
course, suburbs can be made t o see t heir self -
int erest  in t he f ort unes of  t he cit ies.

Nor do t he similar, but  low, cit y and suburban
incomes in t he Sout h suggest  much payoff  f rom
great er met ropolit an int egrat ion. Rat her, it  is in
t heir int erest  t o maintain t heir relat ively high rates
of  income growt h and keep playing cat ch-up wit h
ot her regions.

C l o s i n g  C o m m e n t s
Going somewhat  furt her, t he dispersal of  popula-
t ion and economic act ivit y bot h f rom cit y t o sub-
urbs and from Nort heast  and Midwest  t o South
and West  has had mixed result s. Generally speak-
ing, t he gains of  t he policies now seen as biased in
favor of  suburban locat ions—mort gage int erest
deduct ions, propert y t ax deduct ions, road con-
st ruct ion in cont rast  t o t he development  of  mass
t ransit  syst ems, local cont rol of  land use regula-
t ions—may have been in overall qualit y of  life and
indust rial ef f iciency. The cost s have been primarily
dist ribut ional—ult imat ely, t he concent rat ion of
povert y and ot her social ills in t he cent ral cit ies.
The policies t hat  helped t o spur t he movement  of
businesses and wealt hier families f rom cit y t o sub-
urbs and t o rest r ict  t hat  same movement  by t he
poor may have gone t oo far and may require cut -
backs or reversals t o change t he direct ion of  t he
incent ives.

Similarly, many development s led t o t he reallo-
cat ion of  people and f irms f rom the Midwest  and
Nort heast  t o t he Sout h and West . Technological
changes in manufact uring product ion, t ransport a-
t ion, communicat ions, and agricult ure; air condi-
t ioning; t he aging of  t he populat ion; and increased
incomes all opened up opportunit ies for growt h
and development  in t he South and West . Lower
wages and t he absence of  unions in t he South
pulled indust ry f rom t he Nort h and Midwest . On
t he policy side, t he nat ional highway syst em;
defense procurement , wit h defense indust ries con-
cent rat ed in areas wit h warmer year-round cli-
mat es and large expanses of  open land; t he int er-
nat ionalizat ion of  market s; federal assist ance for
wat er resource development  and subsidized wat er
rat es in t he relat ively dryer regions of  t he West ern

st at es facilit at ed development  in places where it
would have been impossible. Environment al laws,
wit h which compliance was relat ively more dif f icult
in t he more indust rialized, more densely developed
Nort heast  and Midwest , also pushed some devel-
opment  Sout h and West . Again, t hese movement s
and t he policies behind t hem may have improved
overall welfare but  at  a dist ribut ional cost . As poli-
cymakers review new urban int ervent ions, t hey
should analyze t hese regional policies wit h an eye
not  only t o whether t hey improve welfare, but  also
t o t heir dist ribut ional implicat ions.

In sum, bot h current  urban policy recommenda-
t ions and t he many urban and other policies t hat
af fect  development  in urban areas also af f ect  t he
regional locat ion decisions of  people and firms and
are almost  surely af fect ed by America’s pro-
nounced regional dif ferences. Policy int ervent ions
t hat  increase int ra-met ropolit an cooperat ion and
int egrat ion must  be sensit ive t o t hese dif ferences.
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