Highway system drives city population
declines, says Brown economist
13 June 2007
Construction of the American highway system in
the late 20th century played a key role in causing
population declines in central cities, according to
new research by Brown University economist
Nathaniel Baum-Snow published in the Quarterly
Journal of Economics.
While past studies have posited various
explanations for suburbanization, such as
improved telecommunications technology, city
school desegregation, housing project
construction, rising crime rates, and faster
commuting options, Baum-Snow’s paper is the
first to empirically account for the relative
importance of transportation improvements in
causing city population declines in the United
States since World War II.

the highways as “rays” emanating from central
cities – a “ray” is defined as a segment of road that
connects the central business district of the central
city with the region outside the central city.
“The estimates put forth in this paper are certainly
relevant and applicable to current transportation
infrastructure planning in urban areas in developing
countries including China and India,” said BaumSnow. “Urban transportation planners should
consider that building a highway system through
urban areas has the potential to dramatically
change where people choose to live and how much
land is developed.”
Source: Brown University

Using unique data, Baum-Snow demonstrates that
one new highway passing through a central city
reduces its population by about 18 percent.
Furthermore, he asserts that rather than the
observed decline of 17 percent, the nation’s city
populations would have grown by about 8 percent
overall had the interstate highway system not been
built.
“The Federal Highway Act of 1944 stipulated that
highways should be built primarily to serve the
national defense – so, suburbanization was
essentially an unintended consequence,” BaumSnow said. “Without the more than 40 thousand
miles of interstate roads built by 1990, urban
decentralization would have probably still taken
place, but the population shift would not have been
nearly as sizable.”
To compare rates of suburbanization in
metropolitan areas that received many new
highways between 1950 and 1990 to those
receiving fewer during the same period, BaumSnow created a unique data set. Using data on
139 large metropolitan areas and information from
a 1947 plan of the highway system, he measured
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