AS JOBS SPRAWL,
WHITHER THE COMMUTE?

BY RANDALL CRANE AND DANIEL G. CHATMAN

HE MOST TRANSPARENT TREND in metropolitan areas is the decentralization of jobs and housing into
the suburbs and beyond. Scholars blame sprawl for many things, ranging from car-generated air pollution
to commute-induced social alienation. But what do we know about its effects on travel behavior?

According to conventional wisdom, people are driving farther to work these days—but supporting evidence is

thin. It’s not clear whether homes and jobs are growing farther apart or closer, nor which industries and occupations

are dispersing most or least. Here we tackle one key unanswered question: How does job sprawl affect average

commute length?

EXPLAINING THE JOURNEY TO WORK

According to classical urban theory, land is most expensive
where firms most want to locate, and prices decline with distance
from there. If firms all want to be in one place (let’s call it
“downtown”), land (and housing) will tend to be cheaper in
the suburbs, and many workers would commute from suburb to
center. But what if jobs move out to the suburbs too, as indeed
many have?

When choosing a location, firms must balance the cost of
land against the benefits of clustering, access to markets, and
proximity to workers. For some firms, cheaper land and the pres-
ence of a labor pool outside the city center may outweigh the ben-
efits of being near other businesses they deal with. According to
this simple view, firms would decentralize in part to gain shorter
commutes for their workers, expecting that to translate into
reduced wage costs.

Of course, the real world cannot be explained by this simple
theory. Consider three further complications.

First, workers are less likely to choose where to live based
on job proximity if they know they'll change jobs, if the location
of their next job is uncertain due to job decentralization, or if
their household has more than one worker. The choice becomes
a gamble. Since it’s costly to move, workers may hedge their bets
by locating at some intermediate spot, say somewhere between
the city center and the suburbs, to reduce their long-range
commute and moving costs. For households with two or more
workers whose current and expected future jobs are in different
places, finding a place to live near work may not even be possi-
ble. In either case, decentralization of jobs might increase com-
mute distances.

Second, firms may not choose to locate in suburbs solely to
be near their work forces. They may enjoy other benefits from
decentralization, including underused transportation capacity in
outlying areas, better access to external markets, lower taxes,
and proximity to suburban customers. If these factors are >
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important, then job decentralization will not necessarily produce
shorter commutes.

Third, households clearly think about more than just job
location when choosing where to live. They also consider access
to shopping and other nonwork activities, the quality of the
neighborhood, schools, and other public services, and the resale
value of the property (which reflects all of these). In general, the
higher priority they give other considerations, the less likely it is
that people will reduce commute length when firms decentralize.

So, in theory, sprawl might either lengthen or shorten the
commute. To understand what happens in practice, we need to
examine actual travel data.

EARLIER STUDIES

Relatively little empirical work directly examines the influ-
ence of sprawl on commute distance or duration. One exception
is an important county-level study published in the late 1980s by
Peter Gordon, Ajay Kumar, and Harry Richardson, which looked
at the amount of time involved in commutes. They found that
commutes in spatially large cities took more time than in small
cities, while quicker commutes were associated with higher
proportions of industrial employment. High overall residential
density and high shares of employment in the central city were
both strongly associated with time-consuming commutes.
The authors concluded that both residential and employment
dispersion reduce commute duration.

Source: Place of Work Data, US Bureau of Census

Other research using data on individuals has found that
decentralization lengthens the commute under some circum-
stances or for particular household groups. For example, in his
UC Berkeley dissertation and subsequent research, Jonathan
Levine found that commutes of low-income households increased
in distance as employment suburbanized, in part due to short-
ages of affordable housing nearby. This finding raises a further
complication: although land tends to be cheaper in the suburbs,
regulations on the construction of higher density, cheaper hous-
ing units may reduce the available supply in many areas.

This line of research remains in its infancy. Behavioral data
typically are either too aggregated or are limited in some other
way, making it difficult to explore individual choices; and statis-
tical models are insufficiently developed. Although empirical
relationships may be too complex ever to be fully understood, it
is certainly possible to understand them better.

OUR RESEARCH

As it turns out, commute times have indeed risen in many
metropolitan areas (Figure 2). Is job sprawl to blame? To find
out, we need detailed data and appropriate analytical techniques
that isolate the independent roles of numerous possible con-
tributing factors.

Below we explain our hypotheses, discuss the data we used,
and analyze our results. Although we give few details here, our
analytic model accounts for time trends, housing costs, and
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wages. For details on our methods, please refer to Further
Reading at the end of this article.

HYPOTHESES

All things considered, commute duration should shrink as
employment suburbanizes. A key trade-off for firms is between
proximity to other firms and proximity to workers. Suburbaniza-
tion of employment may indicate that firms are choosing the lat-
ter over the former, which should in turn translate into shorter
commutes.

The commute should be longer for those with greater uncer-
tainty about future job location or with high moving costs. Within
a given city, the frequency of job relocation may be high for
some occupations, such as construction workers, and low for
others, such as university professors. Also, those with high
expected moving costs tend to stay put in one place longer.
Therefore, workers with high moving costs in high-turnover
occupations would have longer commutes, everything else
being equal.

Benefits of decentralization may vary by industry. For exam-
ple, decentralization of manufacturing jobs may be driven by the
search for larger, cheaper land parcels. But the benefits of firm
clustering may actually be increasing over time in such indus-
tries as software production, clothing design, and filmmaking.
For such industries, any broad pattern of decentralization may
actually be highly clustered, reducing the extent to which work-

Source: US Bureau of Census

ers in that industry will locate nearby. Because the data we use
are available with old-style Standard Industrial Classification
codes, we can roughly test the idea that different kinds of busi-
ness engage in different kinds of decentralization, and therefore
have different effects on average commute distance.

DATA

For information on individuals and their commute dis-
tances, we use data from 1985 to 1997 from the American Hous-
ing Survey (AHS), a large, nationwide survey administered
every two years by the Census Bureau. The AHS samples most
of its housing units repeatedly over time, with some replace-
ments and additions.

We then merge the AHS data with metropolitan-level meas-
ures of employment suburbanization, calculated using county-
level data from the US Bureau of Economic Analysis. We classify
any county containing a city as part of the central urban area.
Only employment in counties without large agglomerations or
high density is designated as decentralized. This means that our
definition of suburbanization is conservative, accounting for the
fact that the urbanized portion of a metropolitan area may be
polycentric or irregularly shaped. Thus, in one sense, our meas-
ure of job sprawl is more accurate than the typical measure of
decentralization, namely distance from a single city center. In
another sense the measure is somewhat crude, because it relies
on county geography. > ’
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