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Abstract
Social scientists of the urban condition have long been interested in the causes and consequences of the phenomena that
shape the growth and decline of cities and their suburbs. Such interests have become increasingly relevant in light of the
Covid‐19 pandemic. Over the course of the pandemic, many academic and popular analyses have confronted two essential
questions: How has the pandemic changed the city? And given these changes, are they permanent? This current scholarly
and popular dialogue generally lacks comparative analysis. In this article, we attempt to further the analysis and discus‐
sion about the pandemic and the city by reframing the debate through three comparative lenses: temporal, scalar, and
dimensional. Drawing on the debate and experience of urban areas in the United States, we present an analytical frame‐
work to apply a comparative analytical approach. Three temporal analytical matrices are presented: (a) pre‐pandemic,
(b) current‐pandemic, and (c) post‐pandemic. These matrices articulate the relationships between a city’s developmental
patterns and their related dimensions of urbanization. We pay special attention to the nature of scale within and among
the cities and suburbs of regions. Each matrix is tested and contextualized using relevant narratives from cities in the
United States before, during, and after the pandemic on various issues, including housing, transportation, and economic
development. This framework will serve as an analytical tool for future research on the pandemic and how cities can
become more resilient to such shocks.
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1. Introduction

In the wake of the Covid‐19 pandemic, recent head‐
lines declared, “New York is dead. Long Live New York”
(Williams, 2021). Indeed, scholars and observers of cities
around the world have questioned how the pandemic
will impact the future of the city. New York is a case
in point. Spanning some 23 square miles, Manhattan
is the densest urban environment in the United States.
The borough is home to over 1.6 million residents, but
the daytime population doubles as workers commute

to their employers and tourists visit the city (Moss &
Qing, 2012). Crowded sidewalks, streets, and subways
carry over four million people daily between the East
River and the Hudson River. As a global city, New York
is both a command center and cultural capital (Sassen,
2001). However, onMarch 20, 2020, everything changed
when the government issued a shelter‐in‐place order.
The hustle and bustle of the city abruptly ended, leaving
streets, parks, museums, stores, and companies empty.
The sirens of ambulances echoed across the empty build‐
ings of the city, and the striking images of large trucks
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carrying portablemorgues becamepoignant examples of
the impact of the pandemic on cities across the world.

Throughout the history of urban development, there
have beenmany challenges and shocks to the urban con‐
dition. Whether they came as natural disasters, wars, or
public health crises, they all presented significant dis‐
ruptions and changes for the future. The Covid‐19 pan‐
demic is the latest of such shocks and is unique as
its scale has affected areas across the world. As the
conditions of the pandemic necessitated physical sep‐
aration, dense urban areas were naturally reshaped—
literally de‐densified—in order to prioritize public health.
This was manifested in various physical lockdowns of the
city, which halted many commercial and industrial activi‐
ties. The conditions similarly sparked intense and endur‐
ing debates about socioeconomic inequalities that have
come to define the urban condition.

For cities in the United States, these conversations
are deeply tied to the historical patterns of devel‐
opment and the myriad dimensions of urbanization
across metropolitan areas and their cities and sub‐
urbs (Beauregard, 2006; Teaford, 2006). The shock of
the Covid‐19 pandemic has reignited long‐time debates
about spatialized inequalities along dimensions of race
and class (Martínez & Short, 2021). Questions abound
over housing, transportation, economic development,
social inequality, and more as the pandemic exacer‐
bates and illuminates such challenges (Buffel et al., 2021).
The spatial connectedness of the network of cities and
suburbs demands a comparative, analytical approach to
the study of how the pandemic impacts cities. In the
context of the United States, the ecosystem of some
90,000 local governments means that the social, eco‐
nomic, political, and cultural lives of residents are spread
across a wide array of cities, towns, villages, boroughs,
and the like (Kemp, 2007). Thus, an understanding of how
the pandemic impacts different spatial scales of develop‐
ment is essential to this scholarly and popular discourse.

In this article, we seek to contribute to the debate
about the pandemic and the future of the city. We artic‐
ulate an analytical framework to guide scholarly analy‐
sis of the impact of the pandemic on the city. We begin
by setting the context of the pandemic by reviewing
the urban condition and its relationship to shocks and
resilience. Then, we put forth modes of analysis along
temporal, spatial, and dimensional characteristics and
outcomes. These modes are examined through a set of
matrices that serve as the primary analytical tool for
future research on the pandemic and how cities can
become more resilient to such shocks. Finally, we con‐
clude by reflecting on the prospects of metropolitan
resiliency through planning and public policy.

2. The Urban Context of the Covid‐19 Pandemic

The Covid‐19 pandemic ushered an unprecedented
shock to human civilization. The sheer global scale of
the pandemic meant that people all over the world were

impacted by this novel coronavirus. In particular, the
dense form and function of urban environments meant
that the shock was most severe in these areas. The scale
and severity of this shock in citieswarranted awide range
of perspectives about the future of the city. Scholars and
observers have only begun to identify the causes and con‐
sequences of the pandemic. These scholarly and popular
dialogues have focused on topics such as the rebound of
downtown jobs, the population shift in cities, the inno‐
vation of urban public space, and the transformation of
mass transit. The central question of density and agglom‐
eration of cities undergirds these conversations about
the unique nature of cities and shocks (Keil, 2020).

After the initial shock of the pandemic, popular com‐
mentators and public intellectuals quickly began to specu‐
late about the future of the post‐pandemic city (Krugman,
2021; Pinsker, 2020; Williams, 2021). Will jobs return
to downtown? Where will people live after this pan‐
demic? What has the pandemic taught us about urban
innovation? Such analyses provide an important foun‐
dation for thinking about questions of urbanization and
resilience. This public discourse serves the important pur‐
pose of starting the national and global conversation
about shocks, resilience, and recovery from the pandemic.
However, more attention is needed to better understand
the context of howmetropolitan regions—cities and their
myriad suburbs—are impacted by the pandemic. Through
a comparative lens, it is necessary to define the spatial
differences within and among metropolitan areas. Let us
turn to a synthesis of the pandemic’s impact on the city
and its relationships to shocks and resilience.

2.1. Cities and Pandemics

The impact of the pandemic stretched across all parts
from Manhattan to rural America, and indeed around
the world. While all populations and all geographies
of human civilization were ultimately impacted, large
urban centers experienced the most severe effects. Not
only did the virus spread quicker in urban areas, but
the social and economic impacts were often stronger
in metropolitan centers (Nathan, 2021). The disparate
outcomes in cities led many observers to ask important
questions about the role of the city and the pandemic,
including: What can we learn from past shocks to urban
areas (Glaeser, 2020)? Where are the impacts most con‐
centrated and why (Sharifi & Khavarian‐Garmsir, 2020)?
What can policymakers and planners learn from these
experiences (Florida et al., 2021)?

Pandemics and the city have always had a tenuous
history (Crawford, 2007; McNeill, 1976). From the black
plague of the 1300s to the cholera epidemic of the 1800s,
cities often become the epicenter of public health crises
(Kelly, 2005; Rosenberg, 1987). For example, the 1918
pandemic (known as the “Spanish flu”) ravaged many
cities in the early 20th century (Barry, 2005; Spinney,
2017). More recently, the severe acute respiratory syn‐
drome (SARS) outbreak spread rapidly as the world’s
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cities weremuchmore connected to the global economy.
By the early 2000s, cities, as the engines of globalization,
had created a platform for quick global spread of res‐
piratory viruses (Ali & Keil, 2006). The SARS outbreaks,
which never reached the pandemic phase, still shaped
the processes of urbanization, migration, and economic
change in thewake of a rapidly spreading virus (Ali & Keil,
2008). Thus, over the course of the history of human civi‐
lization, cities have borne the brunt of policy responsibil‐
ity falling on public administrators of cities (Hays, 2009).
In response to both SARS and Covid‐19, public adminis‐
trators around the world faced questions about what a
“newnormal” would look like in cities. These experiences
should have provided a foundation for effective policy
responses to a public health crisis, but the past has not
always yielded lessons for the present (Batty, 2020).

Another central theme is the density of urban‐
ized areas. An intuitive examination would posit that
increased urban density would yield higher spread of
a respiratory virus and thus more severe public health
impacts. However, the research conclusions are more
nuanced. While the spread is notably higher in denser
areas, researchers have also found lower mortality rates
(Hamidi et al., 2020). Many have attributed these low
rates to the strong health infrastructure featured promi‐
nently in many urban cores. Some researchers have
gone even further, arguing that patterns of suburban‐
ization and sprawl exacerbated virus conditions due to
the strain on governance structures and medical institu‐
tions (Connolly et al., 2020). This is consistent with larger
dynamics of resilience, or lack thereof, that result from
the sprawl of North American suburbs (Phelps, 2015).

The virus has also had tangible effects on the
dynamism of the city. The modality of location of
the labor force, especially among professional services,
shifted to remote work. At the onset of the pandemic,
there was a dramatic decrease in commercial and labor
activity in and around the central business district (Loh
& Kim, 2021). Decreased volume of professional work‐
ers created ripple effects among supporting retailers and
transportation networks. Notably, public transportation
usage decreased across allmajor transportation agencies
in the United States (Parker et al., 2021). Compared to
other modes, public transit has had the slowest recovery
with an increased stratification of ridership by social class
(Wilbur et al., 2020). It remains unclear how recovery
will proceed as the pandemic transformed perceptions
of public transportation.

Finally, the pandemic ushered in a new era of pop‐
ulation migration. Before the pandemic, the world’s
cities were connected through social and economic net‐
works that migration flows utilized (Hanlon & Vicino,
2014). International migration was disrupted and nearly
stopped in most nations (Chamie, 2020). Domestically
in the United States, inter‐ and intra‐regional migra‐
tion reshaped the population geography of cities and
their regions. Intra‐regional migration persisted as
remote work facilitated household relocation from urban

dwellings to single‐family units located along the fringe
ofmetropolitan areas. Furthermore, inter‐regional migra‐
tion grew in some regions as households relocated to new
areas. Such changes in migration patterns revealed divi‐
sions by socioeconomic status:Wealthy householdswere
more likely to relocate (Mongey et al., 2020). Questions
abound about whether these changes to migration
behavior remain after the pandemic (Frey, 2021).

2.2. Shocks and Resilience

The concept of resilience provides a useful context
for understanding how people and places recover
after a shock to society and the built environment
(Aldrich, 2012). Even though the resilience concept is
broad, and definitions vary across many contexts, it is
nonetheless possible to operationalize the meaning of
resilience as it relates to the city (Meerow & Newell,
2019). The Resilient Cities Network (2021) defines urban
resilience as “the capacity of a city’s systems, busi‐
nesses, institutions, communities, and individuals to sur‐
vive, adapt, and grow, no matter what chronic stresses
and acute shocks they experience.” Some scholars argue
that resilience is the ability to bounce back from large
shocks to the precondition (Klein et al., 2003), while oth‐
ers define it as the ability to create something new and
stronger after a shock (Campanella, 2006). Still others
define resilience as a city’s ability to overcome adverse
effects of a shock and the policies or structures that
remain to address future shocks (Pendall et al., 2010).
Despite these various definitions, urban resilience is
a useful analytical category to capture the impacts of
shocks on cities—be they social, economic, or environ‐
mental (Chelleri et al., 2015; Glaeser, 2021).

Parallel to the larger conversations about the def‐
inition of resilience, a variety of case studies on the
resilience of individual cities illustrates the successes of
recovery and the failures of overcoming shocks. Consider
the case of the economic resilience of the city. Boston,
for example, was faced with a deindustrialized and stag‐
nated economyby the end of the 1970s; yet by the end of
the 20th century, the city’s ability to reinvent itself trans‐
formed the region and resulted in a social and economic
renaissance (Bluestone & Stevenson, 2002). The city’s
ability to leverage the intellectual surplus provided by
the various academic institutions allowed Boston to
become a leader in various industries like biotechnol‐
ogy, robotics, and chemical processing (Glaeser, 2005).
Decades later, the city’s capacity to bounce back after
the bombing of the Boston Marathon finish line high‐
lights the key role that social capital and community
resilience play in building strong cities as exemplified by
the “Boston Strong” ideology (Ferrer & Conley, 2015).
From the economic shock of industrial decline to the
disaster of a bombing, the resilience of Boston demon‐
strates a city’s capacity to overcome and thrive.

Cities are not the only places to experience shocks.
Suburbs, too, confront the very same threats to the
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urban environment. Differences between the urban
core and the surrounding suburbs of a region point
to significant variation in how shocks are experienced.
The impacts of some types of shocks, such as natural dis‐
asters, may be specific to a single locale in a metropoli‐
tan region, whereas other shocks like outbreaks of dis‐
eases or the consequences of climate change are not
constrained by spatial boundaries. This spatial difference
underscores the intersectional nature of resilience and
the structure of metropolitan regions (Banai, 2020).

The spatial structure and political organization of
cities and suburbs in the United States provide a case
in point. Local government is decentralized and lacks
coordination across political jurisdictions (Miller, 2002).
Public administrative functions such as planning, land‐
use zoning, transit, health, and economic development
are largely determined by independent, local govern‐
ments. As a result, the growth of the metropolis has
been shaped by the structure and function of local gov‐
ernment (Hanlon et al., 2010). This structure and orga‐
nization of local governments meant that residents of
cities, inner suburbs, outer suburbs, and exurbs experi‐
enced different impacts of the pandemic based on a vari‐
ety of geographic characteristics and policy responses.
Indeed, initial observations suggest that the resilience of
metropolitan areas to the pandemic depended, in part,
on a region’s ability to mitigate inter‐ and intra‐regional
differences caused by the virus and thereby integrate
economic, social, environmental, and health resilience at
a metropolitan scale.

The Covid‐19 pandemic presented a unique shock
in scale and severity. The shock was global in nature.
From rural areas to the suburbs, to the urban centers,
the pandemic challenged the ability of human societies
to survive, adapt, and grow. Let us turn to a framework
that guides the analysis of the impacts by time, scale,
and dimension.

3. Analytical Framework

Drawing on the debate and experience of urban areas in
the United States, we present an analytical framework to
apply a comparative analytical approach. Our analytical
framework is divided into three primary modes of ana‐
lysis: temporal, scalar, and dimensional. Each provides a
unique perspective of any shock condition, with a spe‐
cific focus on the Covid‐19 pandemic. Together, these
modes form a series of matrices that serve as our main
instrument for analyzing the urban impacts of the pan‐
demic. In this section, we present an analytical frame‐
work to guide themode of analysis on how the pandemic
impacts urban areas.

3.1. Temporal Mode of Analysis

There are distinct periods of analysis that serve to frame
the conclusions that can be drawn from any shock.
There is a pre‐condition, a current condition, and a post‐
condition as illustrated in Figure 1. The pre‐condition
is a clear distinction of what existed before any
shock occurred. This serves as the analytical baseline.
Observers can reflect on the environmental conditions
that existed before a shock. The pre‐condition period
ends with the arrival of a shock, marking the beginning
of the current condition. Conditions immediately follow‐
ing the shock are temporary and observable. Shock con‐
ditions create disruption for society. When the shock
dissipates, there are new outcomes, policies, and atti‐
tudes that shape the post‐condition. A new environment
exists that will become a future pre‐condition. The cur‐
rent Covid‐19 pandemic, which is the shock under ana‐
lysis, has not yet reached this period. However, current
public health discussions suggest the potential need for
preparations to manage endemic conditions. Therefore,
we provide an analytical framework for predicting the
transition to the new normal.

Pre-Condi�on
Analy�cal baseline

Reflec�on

Current-Condi�on
Manifested impacts of the shock

Observa�on

Shock Event

Cycle

Shock

Post-Condi�on
Transi�on to new normal

Predic�on

Figure 1. Shock event cycle.
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It is important to note that the process of shocks can
be cyclical in nature. Each cycle influences other cycles
until a new stasis emerges in the post‐condition period.
However, the post‐condition eventually emerges as the
pre‐condition for the observer of the next shock. This
builds on existing theories of resilience that underscores
our generational progress as a result of disruptive events,
or shocks, to society—be it a pandemic, a natural disas‐
ter, or a socio‐political event.

3.2. Scalar Mode of Analysis

The spatial scale of the impact of the shock is another
important consideration. In the context of the urban‐
ization of the United States, we identify three types of
patterns of regional development: rustbelt, sunbelt, and
knowledge economy regions. These regional patterns
of development provide a useful categorical distinction
for capturing the essence of how regional patterns of
development vary across the United States. Specifically,
regional patterns of development vary among andwithin
metropolitan areas (Bluestone et al., 2022). First, inter‐
regional development patterns (among regions) can be
defined by their economic base and the spatial pro‐
cesses of growth. For example, knowledge economies,
or post‐industrial regions, have a high concentration
of professional services and high economic growth
(e.g., Boston, San Francisco, and Seattle). Rustbelt
regions have experienced deindustrialization and stag‐
nant growth (e.g., Detroit, Cleveland, and Buffalo).
Sunbelt regions have experienced sprawling and fast
growth (e.g., Atlanta, Dallas, and Phoenix). Second, intra‐
regional development patterns (within a region) can be
defined by the differences in the spatial gradient from
the urban core to the metropolitan fringe. Distinct pat‐
terns can be identified in the central business district, the
outer urban neighborhoods, the inner suburbs, the outer
suburbs, and the exurbs (Mikelbank, 2004). Therefore,
the significant variation in urban development means
that the analysis of shocks in urban areas needs to
account for such differences in the spatial scales among
and within metropolitan regions.

3.3. Dimensional Mode of Analysis

Temporal and scalar modes of analysis provide us with
the foundation for analysis, but it is also necessary to
understand how the shock impacts specific characteris‐
tics of urbanization. A dimensional approach contextual‐
izes the characteristics and outcomes. We identify five
defining dimensions of urbanization, including density,
population trend, socioeconomic structure, transporta‐
tion patterns, and economic base. These dimensions are
representative of the dynamics that shape the process
of urbanization. They serve to best describe the growth
and decline dynamics of a metropolitan region’s compo‐
sition while allowing for generality to carry out a broad
comparative analysis. It is important to note that global

connectivity of the economy and the human population
is also a notable dimension of the urbanization process
and impacts to the shock cycle.

These dimensions yield different results as the tem‐
poral period and regional type vary. In the pre‐pandemic
phase, these dimensions are baseline characteristics.
These characteristics define the urban landscape and
what we know about a region before any shock occurs.
Once the shock occurs, we can observe changes in these
characteristics. Shock conditions are inherently tempo‐
rary and serve as a barometer of the impacts of the shock.
Finally, once the shock has stabilized, those changes in
the shock conditions become new characteristics or out‐
comes. Dimensions inform the temporal periods and
type of regional pattern of development. They serve as a
platform to collect evidence, conduct analysis, andmake
predictions. Ultimately, the goal is to articulate a gen‐
eralizable framework to understand the impacts of the
Covid‐19 pandemic on cities through reflection, observa‐
tion, and prediction.

4. Discussion of Matrices: Conditions and Outcomes

Drawing on this analytical framework, three distinct
matrices are used to identify the urban impacts of the
pandemic. These matrices serve to support an inter‐
sectional analysis among spatial, temporal, and dimen‐
sional aspects of a shock such as the Covid‐19 pan‐
demic. Each matrix represents a unique period in a
shock cycle (see Figure 1) and illustrates the intersec‐
tion between a region’s pattern of development and
the subsequent socio‐spatial dimensions of urbaniza‐
tion. Specifically, these five dimensions are representa‐
tive of the key features of the process of urbanization,
which allow us to articulate the impacts of the pan‐
demic effectively.

For the purposes of this discussion, we utilize this
analytical framework as a means of understanding how
the pandemic transforms the city. Using matrix‐based
analysis grounded by the period of the shock cycle
(i.e., pre‐, current, and post‐shock), we characterize the
urban impacts of Covid‐19 by dimension. Each dimen‐
sion serves as a variable to analyze impacts across stages
of the shock cycle through the lens of each matrix. This
provides an opportunity to reflect on the pre‐condition
of the shock, observe the current conditions during the
shock, and predict potential outcomes in the post‐shock
condition. The following discussion exhibits how changes
occur during each stage of the shock cycle and how these
changes vary by type of region. Future researchers may
use this analysis as a template, utilizing the framework
to formulate novel hypotheses.

4.1. Density

The pandemic’s direct impact on the density of urban
areas remains one of the most significant developments
of this shock. Prior to the pandemic, patterns of density
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varied by type of region (see Table 1). During the cur‐
rent conditions of Covid‐19, cities across all types of
regions experienced significant de‐densification of the
urban core and an increase in activity in the subur‐
ban areas (see Table 2). However, the intensity of the
de‐densification was dependent on pre‐pandemic condi‐
tions. Cities and regions with higher pre‐pandemic den‐
sities (such as knowledge economies) tended to expe‐
rience the most dramatic shifts during the pandemic,
whereas the sunbelt and rustbelt regions were already
more highly decentralized and less dense (see Table 3).
Thus, the agglomeration of economic activities in cities—
the density of firms and downtowns—is a strong indi‐
cator to consider as cities recover. As we consider the
prospects of post‐pandemic cities, the density of the
built environment, such as the location of firms and
the labor force, will shape a city’s ability to rebound.
Although cities and their businesses have shown signs
of slow recovery to pre‐pandemic density levels in the
urban core, urban futures remain uncertain as the sup‐
ply and demand of local services and goods have dramat‐
ically changed (Glaeser & Cutler, 2021).

4.2. Population Trends

Prior to the pandemic, patterns of growth and decline
in metropolitan America were divided by steady popu‐
lation growth of knowledge economy regions, decline
or stagnation of the rustbelt, and rapid growth of the
sunbelt (Poon & Yin, 2014). The pandemic disrupted
and exacerbated these patterns in notable ways, includ‐
ing migration and natural population changes. The shift
from physical to remote work in the professional ser‐
vices industries impacted the geography of work across
cities and suburbs. There was a notable exodus of
high‐skill workers from various urban cores, especially
in knowledge economies. The population increased
in suburban areas and decreased in the urban core
(Anacker, 2021).

Despite the overall volume of inter‐regional migra‐
tion decreasing, pre‐pandemic metropolitan growth
trends continued. There is still rapid growth through‐
out the sunbelt, moderate to slow growth in knowl‐
edge economies, and decline in the rustbelt (Broughton,
2015). While the dimensional observations remain con‐
sistent, there are still significant underlying impacts of
the pandemic. Namely, death rates increased nation‐
ally, which decreased natural population growth and
increased the burden of net migration on economic and
demographic viability (Frey, 2021). Since demographic
shifts manifest over longer periods, it remains to be
seen how the pandemic will reshape patterns of urban‐
ization. While current indicators suggest a return to
the status‐quo, demographic outcomeswill undoubtedly
vary across regions.

4.3. Socioeconomic Structure

Socioeconomic inequality is a spatial phenomenon in the
United States that shaped the historical development of
metropolitan areas (Dreier et al., 2014). Neighborhoods
are stratified by race and class, oftentimes along political
boundaries of a jurisdiction or the neighborhood bound‐
ary within a city (Jargowsky, 1997). Prior to the shock of
the pandemic, cities and suburbs across the nation suf‐
fered from high levels of economic and racial dissimilar‐
ity, which wasmost intense in regions with strong histori‐
cal manufacturing bases and industrial decay (Neumann,
2016). Thus, the onset of the pandemic exacerbated
social and economic inequalities everywhere, from the
central city to the suburbs and beyond. Table 2 illustrates
that dissimilarity consistently increased as a result of
the numerous impacts of the pandemic. The intensity of
inequality and its conditions were largely determined by
the pre‐pandemic characteristics of the socioeconomic
structure of the city. For example, Detroit, a metropoli‐
tan area that is highly segregated by race and class,
witnessed significant spatial differentiation of health

Table 1. Pre‐pandemic matrix.

Population Socioeconomic Transportation
Density Trend Structure Patterns Economic Base

Type of
Regional
Pattern of
Development

Knowledge
Economy

Dense urban
core and dense
suburbs

Steady growth Moderate
dissimilarity

High volume,
mixed mode

Growing
professional
services
economy

Rustbelt Decentralized
urban core and
low‐density
suburbs

Decline or
stagnation

High
dissimilarity

Moderate
volume, single
mode

Declining
manufacturing
economy

Sunbelt Polycentric
pattern and
highly
sprawled

Rapid growth Moderate
dissimilarity

High volume,
single mode

Growing high‐
and low‐wage
service
economy
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Table 2. Current pandemic matrix.

Population Socioeconomic Transportation
Density Trend Structure Patterns Economic Base

Type of
Regional
Pattern of
Development

Knowledge
Economy

High
dedensification

Slowed growth Increased
dissimilarity

Lowered
volume, single
mode

Remote work
of professional
services and
reduced
in‐person

Rustbelt Moderate
dedensification

Decline or
stagnation

Increased
dissimilarity

Lowered
volume, single
mode

Reduced
volume of
in‐person
manufacturing

Sunbelt Moderate‐to‐
low
dedensification

Rapid growth Increased
dissimilarity

Lowered
volume, single
mode

Remote work
of professional
services,
in‐person
wage‐services

and economic outcomes, while other cities such as
Minneapolis experienced disparate social impacts in the
wake of socio‐political movements during the pandemic
(Pleyers, 2020). These socioeconomic outcomes are
emblematic of the pandemic, which continues to reveal
and exacerbate enduring socio‐spatial inequalities.

4.4. Transportation Patterns

Transportation patterns before the pandemic were
highly stratified by region, but the consistent feature
of the 20th century is the dominance of the automo‐
bile (Shoup, 2017). The immediate impact of the pan‐
demic decreased all travel to the central business district
nationally, especially in its early stages (except among
essential workers). At the same time, intra‐suburban
travel increased as many bedroom suburbs saw a dra‐
matic increase in the daytime population. As the pan‐
demic progressed, commuting patterns slowly returned
to pre‐pandemic levels, although the patterns varied
by region. For example, knowledge economies, which
previously had more mixed‐mode travel (e.g., subway,
commuter rail), had slower volume recovery with less
diversity of transit mode. Many workers who previously
rode the subway or other public transportation in cities
like Boston and the District of Columbia simply stopped.
Workers continued to work remotely or have chosen to
embrace the social distancing benefits of automobile
travel (Berger, 2020). Commuting patterns in cities of
the sunbelt and rustbelt, by comparison, have returned
more quickly to pre‐pandemic conditions. Collectively,
changes in the volume of both travel and ridership of
public transit have dramatically impacted transit acces‐
sibility. Nearly every United States transit agency now
faces harsh fiscal realities. Service reductions and halted
capital developments will continue to have large‐scale
ripple effects, even in a post‐pandemic world.

4.5. Economic Base

While the shift to remote work was highly publicized, it
was far less ubiquitous than it may seem. Professional
services almost universally shifted modality in 2020;
however, low‐wage service industries and manufactur‐
ing remained in‐person (with notable declines in pro‐
ductivity and worker safety). These industrial base dif‐
ferences manifested into some of the most significant
regional variations of the pandemic’s influence. In the
sunbelt and rustbelt, a higher proportion of the labor
force remained in‐person throughout the pandemic.
The timing of easing pandemic restrictions reflected
the economic and political imperatives to reopen busi‐
nesses in various industries. Sunbelt cities were the first
to exit lockdowns and thus had the quickest economic
recovery with their large service industries. Meanwhile,
many knowledge economies, like Boston and Seattle,
have experienced a significantly slower recovery as the
myriad of pandemic policies varied across many sub‐
urban and urban jurisdictions. Public and private deci‐
sions about the management of the economy will shape
post‐pandemic outcomes. There is evidence to suggest
that economic disruptions such as labor shortages, sup‐
ply chain disruptions, and inflation will continue until a
new normal fully emerges.

5. Conclusions

5.1. Summary

In the United States and around the world, the Covid‐19
pandemic ushered a new debate about the future of the
city. In this article, we put forth an analytical framework
to guide scholarly analysis in the wake of disruptions
and shocks to the urban system. Specifically, we artic‐
ulated a mode of analysis along temporal, spatial, and
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Table 3. Post‐pandemic matrix.

Population Socioeconomic Transportation
Density Trend Structure Patterns Economic Base

Type of
Regional
Pattern of
Development

Knowledge
Economy

Slight decline
in urban core
and higher
density
suburbs

Steady slower
growth

Moderate
dissimilarity

High volume
and less mixed
mode

Professional
services
remain in
mixed modality

Rustbelt Slight decline
in urban core,
slightly denser
suburbs

Decline or
stagnation

High
dissimilarity

Moderate
volume and
single mode

Manufacturing
volume
increases

Sunbelt Continued
sprawl and
polycentrism

Rapid growth Moderate
dissimilarity

High volume
and single
mode

Service
economies
return to
in‐person

dimensional characteristics and outcomes. The shock
event cycle calls for scholars to consider the pre‐
condition, the current condition, and post‐condition of
the shocks. The spatial differences of inter‐regional and
intra‐regional patterns of development provide nuance
for understanding differentiation of impacts. The dimen‐
sions of density, population trend, socioeconomic struc‐
ture, transportation patterns, and economic base pro‐
vide context for how patterns of urbanization evolve.
In conclusion, the mode of analysis can serve as the
primary analytical tool to reflect, observe, and predict
urban impacts of the Covid‐19 pandemic.

5.2. Lessons and Prospects

The Covid‐19 pandemic unearthed and exacerbated
socio‐spatial inequalities in metropolitan regions across
the United States. Enduring and systemic inequalities
contributed to the debate about the future of the city.
The policy response to the pandemic was impacted by
the complex federalist structure that led to disparate pol‐
icy responses. This fragmented policy response under‐
mined the ability to improve conditions for everyone.
Pandemics taught us that planning practices and policy
responses need to be regional in nature, reflecting the
spatial differences from the urban core to the suburban
fringe of metropolitan areas. This analytical framework
suggests that the future of the city is strong. Cities ben‐
efit from the staying power of agglomeration and the
human connection. Indeed, the post‐pandemic recov‐
ery depends on human responses and policy responses,
especially given that the potentially endemic nature
of the disease presents ongoing risks, shocks, and
disruptions to communities around the world. Future
research should focus on understanding the determi‐
nants and outcomes of pandemic resiliency in cities
around the world.
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