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The archetypal “American Suburb” (Levittown, PA)




The Long Run Impact of Zoning on Suburban Form

We construct the first spatial panel dataset of zoning regulations from
the original ordinances for suburban municipalities around Chicago
from 1921 to 1980: Cook County Longitudinal Zoning Database.

We establish new facts about early zoning and what development
looked like before zoning.

We provide the first long-run estimates of impacts of zoning on
suburban form:

I How did zoning shape the overall distribution of land use?

I How did zoning affect residential neighborhoods?

1 What can we learn from more accessible data?



Preview of Results

Zoning had a striking effect on the form of the suburbs, primarily by
shifting land towards single-family homes and away from everything
else.

Lot sizes within residential neighborhoods were also affected, and
earlier than widely believed.

However, an extraordinary amount of information is needed to
establish causality of zoning with respect to land use because zoning
ordinances always reflected existing land use.



Cook County Longitudinal Zoning Database

Available for download now (see my website).
Includes maps + associated bylaws, updated each decade.

Complements existing sources of zoning data from surveys like
WRLURI (many), the National Zoning Atlas (Xu et al., 2023), and
new ChatGPT approaches (Bartik et al., 2025).



Zoning literature in economics

Current zoning is reducing affordability, mobility, and economic growth
(Ganong & Shoag, 2017; Glaeser & Gyourko, 2018; Gyourko & Krimmel,
2021; Schuetz, 2022).

Short-run impacts of zoning on undeveloped areas (Turner et al., 2014) and
on existing built areas (Anagol et al., 2021; Kulka et al., 2026; McMillen &
McDonald, 2002).

Zoning is clearly a constraint on current (re)development, especially in
central cities (Rollet, 2025; Diamond, Huang, and McQuade, 2024), but also
as form of growth control in the suburbs (Ellickson, 2022).

Households place a huge premium on low density (Gyourko & McCulloch,
2023) and use zoning to maintain segregation (Trounstine, 2020).

Identification in this literature very difficult, both because of measurement
(Lewis & Marantz, 2019) and reverse causality (Molloy, 2020).

Studies of the long-run impact of imputed minimum lot size (MLS)
regulations (Cui, 2024; Macek, 2024; Song, 2025; Zabel & Dalton, 2011).



Another Critical Data Source - Subdivision Records

We obtained subdivision dates for parcels in Cook County (via public
records request).

Parcels often platted years before a structure was built.

In Cook County, the median gap between year of plat and year
current house built is 18 years. In the Hennepin County sample used
by Sood and Ehrman-Solberg, the gap is 14 years.
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Cook County suburban zoning - 1920s
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Cook County suburban zoning - 1940
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Cook County suburban zoning - 1950
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Cook County suburban zoning - 1960
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Cook County suburban zoning - 1970
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Timeline of zoning adoption
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Spatial data - Chicago Ridge zoning map from 1945
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Zoning area shape le
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