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“Classic” Articles

Gordon, Peter and Richardson, Harry W. “Are Compact 

Cities a Desirable Planning Goal,” JAPA, Vol. 63, No. 1, 

Winter 1997, pp. 95-106. (Response: Ewing, Reid. “Is Los 

Angeles-Style Sprawl Desirable,” pp. 107-126.) 

Ewing, Reid. “Is Los Angeles-Style Sprawl Desirable?,” 

JAPA, Vol. 63, No. 1, Winter 1997, 107-126 (Response: 

Gordon, Peter and Richardson, Harry W. “Are Compact 

Cities a Desirable Planning Goal,” pp. 95-106.)

The Debate
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Disagreed About Almost Everything

• Characteristics of Sprawl

• Causes of Sprawl

• Costs (and Benefits) of Sprawl

• Cures for Sprawl
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MRC Research at Many Geographic 

Scales

• Region

• Community

• Neighborhood

• Campus

• MXD

• TOD

• Block/Street
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To Model Something ...
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Region
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Measuring Sprawl 

and Its Impacts

Released October 2002

• Low Density

• Segregation of 

Uses

• Lack of Strong 

Centers

• Sparse Street 

Network
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SPRAWL IS A MULTIDIMENSIONAL PHENOMENON

Galster et al, 2001; Ewing et al, 2002; Ewing et 

al., 2003; Cutsinger et al, 2005; Wolman et al., 

2005; Frenkel and Ashkenazi, 2008; Torrens, 

2008; Jaeger et al., 2010; Mubareka et al., 2011; 

Sarzynski et al., (forthcoming)
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Low Density
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Single Use
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Weak Centers
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Poorly Connected Streets
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Compact Development a la U.S.
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Sprawl a la USA
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First of Its Kind
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Between 2003 and 2014

Physical activity, obesity (Ewing et al, 2003; Kelly-Schwartz et al, 2004; Sturm 

and Cohen, 2004; Doyle et al, 2006; Fan and Song, 2009; Plantinga and Bernell, 2007; Lee 

et al, 2009) 

Traffic fatalities (Ewing et al, 2003)

Air quality (Kahn, 2006; Stone et al, 2010; Schweitzer and Zhou, 2010)

Residential energy use (Ewing and Rong, 2008)

Emergency response times (Trowbridge et al, 2009) 

Teenage driving (Trowbridge and McDonald, 2008; McDonald and Trowbridge, 
2009)  

Social capital  (Kim et al, 2006; Nguyen, 2010) 

Private-vehicle commute distances and times  (Ewing et al, 2003; 

Zolnik, 2011; Holcombe and Williams, 2012)
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2014



www.company.comhttp://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/measuring-

sprawl

▪ National Press 

Release:

more than 100 

national and 

regional 

newspapers and 

magazines

▪ One Book

▪ 8 journal articles
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Compactness Scores for 221 Metropolitan 

Areas and Divisions in the U.S
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Most Sprawling vs. Most Compact MSAs
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Annotation for The Many Costs of Sprawl by professor Reid Ewing 

Annotator: Yunwei Hu 
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Part III. Q & A 

Questions from Jinhua 

Q: You talked about many of the negative effects of sprawl, such as obesity and diabetes, but can 

you give us a sense of the order of magnitude of the difference? 

A: Yes this is a great question. The difference between New York and Geauga County, outside 

of Columbus (I think here it should be Cleveland) is about 6 pounds. That is the difference after 

controlling for diet, socioeconomic, and other variables. It has a very pronounced effect on 

diabetes, although I cannot remember the odds ratio.  

When we first published the paper, it got a lot of attention, because it was the first (study on this 

topic), and others have since done some more sophisticated studies. We were challenged by 

exactly your question – what is the order of magnitude. While one pound is not great, 6 pounds 

of difference is indeed great across the entire population. That is a large public health effect. 

That is significant despite people’s seasonal weight change and increase in weight after eating. 

Jinhua’s follow-up: I read in the paper that one standard deviation change (in the score of 

compactness vs. sprawl) leads to a 2-pound change, which is half the effect of eating 

recommended serving of food and vegetables. So that is very significant. 

Follow-up A: In some of the studies that relate sprawl to cancer, obesity comes close to smoking 

on its effect on cancer. People who smoke tend to weight less. And the effect of sprawl is about 

the same. (I did not quite get this part). 

Q: another technical question: you incorporated 4 dimensions – density, segregation, center, and 

road network – into the concept of compactness. The beauty of that is that now that you have one 

concept, you can coordinate with many other dependent variables, and it is simple to understand. 

But the challenge is that it also compound all the effect of those 4 dimensions. If I were a 

designer and I want to improve on 2 or 3 of those dimensions, what shall I do? Have you 

done any decomposition analysis? 

A: Not in all studies. In many studies we use a single measure that combines the 4 dimensions 

through PCA and summed together. We have done a few studies involving decomposition, or 

looking at individual factors or dimensions of sprawl. And (the dimension involved) are different 

in different studies. For example, in terms of travel (to work), density is the most important 

variable – more important than mix. As for centering, subcenters are important – think about 

Washington D.C. vs. Arlington and Bethesda. Street connectivity tends to be less important in 

most studies, but it is still significant for the signs (of the coefficients). 

Q: We talked about so many problems of sprawl. The reality is that we have a lot of them. So 

there must be something good about it – why do people like it? Whare are some causes of 

sprawl? 

A: According to Gordon and Richardson, who wrote the piece Is Compact Cities Desirable, the 

main cause is residential preference – people like to live in suburban areas. But that was 

1997, and people’s tastes and preferences have changed since then. We (researchers of sprawl) 

believe that there are market imperfections – external costs of sprawl. We have subsidies of 

sprawl and have limited the number of sellers and buyers of large tracts of land. Monopoly 

is another cause – there is not a real complete market for large landholdings. We also looked 



at subsidies to automobile, which are often 4 times the direct out-of-pocket cost of automobile 

use. So we are subsidizing growth in low density sprawling areas. By virtue of fact, the cost 

of auto use is not internalized. Almost all the conditions for a perfectly functioning market are 

not met in the real estate market. That is the number one cause of sprawl. 

 

We also know from a survey done by National Association of Home Builders that 50% of 

Americans prefer low density sprawl to more village-like, walkable, higher density places. 

The survey is conducted every 2-3 years, and the public is split between the two. But we are not 

building as many compact areas as low-density sprawly areas. And that is due to a lag effect. 

According to some research, in the real estate business, it is common wisdom that developers 

lag behind public opinion. If a subdivision here is sold out, there is likely another subdivision 

built in 5 years. 

What we are seeing across the country is interest in more compact living. Here in Salt Lake City, 

I just bought a townhouse as an investment property along 400 South, which is one of our light 

rail lines. There is a premium associated with the transit access and access to public open space. 

So I think it is a lag in the real estate market. And we are seeing a lot more compact 

development across the country – in part because we are forced to. The cost of a single 

family home is now very high. People are now forced to look for alternatives – more compact 

and walkable areas. People like walking. They don’t like driving. These walkable places that 

are compact have that appeal. 

Q: from the first principle perspective, you mentioned the ultimate objectives of living longer, 

living healthier, being more creative, and consume less energy. There seems to be a strong 

rationale to do that. But half of the people don’t. Is that a lack of information? Or do people 

not trust science? Or what is the reason? 

Also, on the market side, you mentioned market imperfection, so what are some cures of 

sprawl? You mentioned some national trends that seems to be in the right direction, but what are 

some active interventions to take? 

A: If we price everything by their true social cost, that would be terrific. In New York, the 

pricing structure (congestion pricing) in Manhattan discourages auto use. Therefore, if we price 

air pollution and congestion by their true costs, that would be good. My feeling for the cures of 

sprawl, there is more potential through government intervention in the marketplace. We have 

zoning and many other tools to affect land use patterns. We also have urban growth boundaries 

and transfers of development rights, all of which are government initiatives to create more 

compact development. 

At this point, we are seeing many examples. Salt Lake City rezoned and put in light rail rather 

than spending all its money on roads – speaking of roads, the induced travel phenomenon also 

causes sprawl. We just wrote a paper for the journal of planning literature about 15 tools that can 

be used beyond zoning to create compact areas. As SLC rezoned and put in light rail, we are 

seeing mid-rise buildings along the right-of-way and along the stations.  

So I think (government interventions) should focus on 2 things primarily. One of them is land 

use. Portland has its urban growth boundary, density targets, and commitment to light rail rather 



than highway building. So Government really have a role to play, beyond congestion pricing 

and carbon tax, which will make driving less attractive.  

Audience questions 

Q: Continuing on the discussion of what we can do about it – you just talked about congestion 

pricing, zoning, light rail programs, etc. I observed that road design and parking minimums 

comes up a lot in the chat. Any comments on those?  

A: Yes. Parking is one of the areas that have huge subsidy. When you go for grocery 

shopping at a supermarket, you park free – the person who work at the supermarket in fact 

subsidizes you indirectly. Across the country, even here in the red state, Utah, we are now 

eliminating parking minimums, meaning that we do not have an excessive amount of parking 

dictated by local governments as part of their zoning codes. We also looked at TODs, transit-

oriented developments, in different regions of the country. TODs, which are compact, mixed-

use, and pedestrian friendly, requires one parking space per dwelling unit. So parking is still 

being provided for TOD developments, but that requirement is only half as much of the 

standard suburban parking requirement. A lot of those spaces end up unoccupied – grossly 

oversupplied. We also know that in many places, parking is bundled – you cannot opt out of 

the parking space if you rent an apartment. Finally, we know that different places have different 

peak demands at different times of the day – residential at night. This creates opportunities for 

shared parking. 

Q: Can you quantify for the audience the tradeoff between the cost of housing and the cost of 

transportation? You found that there is a net gain in cost associated with sprawl. Can you share 

some numbers on that? 

A: I cannot recall the numbers without re-reading the papers, but they say each automobile you 

own cost you $10,000 a year. If you shed a car – own 1 instead of 2, that would reduce the cost 

by $10,000. My wife and I have one car. If we have 2 instead, we would be paying twice as 

much in terms of fixed costs. We also pay a premium of thousands of dollars for housing in an 

attractive, compact, and walkable area. So the numbers, while I cannot recall, are significant.  

Part IV. Summary of Memos. 

Themes from Other Memos 

⚫ Most memos include a reiteration of some main points of the forum presentation, including: 

◼ Characteristics of sprawl: low density, segregated uses, lack of strong centers, 

disconnected streets, etc. 

◼ Problems of sprawl: more traffic accidents, food desert, obesity and diabetes, less 

upward mobility in socioeconomic status, longer emergency response times, etc. 

◼ Causes of sprawl: societal preferences for single family homes, subsidized parking, etc. 

◼ Possible cures of sprawl: car-sharing, abandoning parking minimums, pricing the 

externalities, etc. 

⚫ A few other thoughts include: 

◼ Cost of living in sprawl vs. living in compact areas: is the comparison within metro 

areas or between different metro areas? (More details in Seamus’ memo) 

◆ The 2015 Hamidi and Ewing paper seem to be about the latter, so the comparison 

within the same metro area is suggested. 



◆ There’s a good chance that this will not hold within the same metro area. There 

should be a balance between lower transportation costs in compact areas and lower 

housing costs in the suburbs. 

◆ If that does hold, then choosing to live in sprawl-y suburbs will be economically 

irrational. Is it due to some American culture and values? Exogenous factors? More 

expensive to live in compact areas for people newly move(d) there? 

◼ LA style density: opportunities for American cities? (More in Web’s memo) 

◆ The Wilshire Blvd Corridor in LA is quite dense but currently does not have rail 

public transit (although it is under construction). 

◆ The Wilshire Corridor and many other parts of LA has the density to support 

transit, and transit may encourage more infill and density. Therefore, transit 

investment is likely an important cure for the sprawl of many American cities. 

◼ Any quantitative definition of sprawl? How is it measured? 

◼ Geographic context of sprawl: difference between the west coast vs. the east? (and 

possibly also the sun belt and the Midwest?) 

◼ Social aspect: sprawl also contributes to less social interaction with its lower density 

and disconnected streets 

◼ Equity and climate implications of sprawl: single family zoning creates a climate of 

housing commodification and limits building additional housing, leading to housing 

shortage and inequity 

◼ Relationship between race and sprawl 

My Reflection 

Last Friday, we heard a mobility forum given by Professor Reid Ewing on the effect of sprawl 

(vs. compactness) on people's lives. As an enthusiastic city observer, I personally have been 

fairly familiar (and uncomfortable) with American style sprawl featured in cities like Los 

Angeles, Houston, Salt Lake City, Phoenix, Atlanta, (the outer areas of) San Francisco Bay Area, 

etc., and characterized by wide and pedestrian-unfriendly stroads, low density single-family 

housing, loosely distributed business centers, and inadequate and unreliable public 

transportation. Through professor Ewing's talk, we learned that sprawl is not only poor from a 

city/regional design point of view, but it also negatively affect people's lives as well. Professor 

Ewing present his (and some relevant) research study involving some PCA analysis of 

characteristics of a compact city - the opposite of sprawl - including higher density, mixed use, 

strong centers, and well-connected streets. The most important takeaway is that sprawl is 

strongly linked to obesity, as it discourages people's physical activity, and the difference is about 

6 pounds - a significant finding despite the variation of people's body weight within a day. Some 

other negative effects of sprawl include longer emergency response times, higher rate of teenage 

driving and motor vehicle crashes, less affordability despite lower housing prices, and lower 

upward mobility compared to compact areas. Despite all these negatives of sprawl, its causes 

include people's preferences of suburbs to cities back in the days and the policies subsidizing 

growth in suburban areas. Finally, as a response to why people "don't trust science" and would 

rather live in suburban sprawl, professor Ewing mentioned that pricing policies, such as 

congestion pricing, is an important solution to many problems - people pay the actual costs of 

auto uses including externalities. Overall, it is great to broaden my understanding of this 

American city design phenomenon. And I like the takeaway that living in compact areas 

encourages healthier lives. As professor Ewing showed his dogs during the talk, I believe that 



compact cities are not only a more livable environment for humans, but for those adorable 

creatures as well! 
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