
My Main Points

• For the last 40 years, information technology seems to have been a 
complement with face-to-face interaction rather than substitutes for it.  So 
I am more skeptical about the death of the office.  

• But there is a downward shift in demand for office space, which should show up in 
lower rents in some places and vacancies in others. 

• Work has evolved in a way that makes our economy more vulnerable to 
pandemics. 

• But the pandemic has so far been marked more by a shift in labor supply than a shift 
in labor supply..  

• The rise of the service economy is also related to the terrible spatial 
patterns in joblessness, which are unlikely to be reduced by either zoom or 
the pandemic.    





Google Visits to Workplaces relative to 
January/February 2020 (US and California)



Decline in Google Work Visits Relative to Jan. 2020
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Globalization and Automation Killed NYC 
Industries, Like NYC Garments



But these…
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Didn’t kill finance and urban information jobs, 
and zoom is unlikely to kill the office either

Image by Runner1928



Geography of not working: Prime men 2015



Emmanuel and Harrington: Going Remote





Companies Didn’t Hire Remote Workers!
(Work is by Morales-Arilla and Daboin)



The Inequality of the Remote Workplace



Data from JLL

These high end markets 
are unlikely to see large 
scale vacancies, even with 
substantial price falls

The margin of error 
between current price and 
operating cost is too large.

Some Class C may convert 
to residential



Data from JLL

These lower end markets 
have a much smaller 
margin of error.

And less demand for 
residential conversion.

This should mean that 
vacancies are far more 
plausible.  

That will create negative 
local spillovers. 





Farm to Factory to Urban Service Workers: to 
Extreme Pandemic Vulnerability



Closure Rates by Industry (circa April 1, 2020)



I thought that declining demand for urban service 
workers would be terrible for incomes.

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/graph/?g=N89L


But $4 trillion in Federal spending and the 
great resignation mean big pay increases

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/graph/?g=N89G


Share with more than Pro. Degree

 Change in Wage 2019-2021  Fitted values
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Average Max Temp.

 Change in Employment 2019-2021  Fitted values
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Correlation 
Coefficients
(50 observations)

Change in Earnings 
2019-2021

Change in 
Employment 2019-
2021

Total COVID-19 Death 
Rate

Change in Earnings 1.000 -0.0616 -0.4369

Change in Employment -0.0616 1.000 -0.1475

COVID-19 Death Rate -0.4369 -0.1475 1.00

Log(Population) 0.1142 -0.0724 -0.0922

Share of Adults with a 
B.A. or More

0.4040 -0.0538 -0.7115 

Share of Adults with a 
Professional Degree +

0.4644 -0.2708 -0.5730 

Average Precipitation -0.1009 0.2027 -0.0720 

Average Maximum 
Temperature

0.1549 0.4283 0.0651



Share with BA or more

 Total Death Rate COVID-19  Fitted values
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Change in Employment 2019-2021

 Change in FHFA Price  .
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Level of Permitting and Price Growth
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Geography of not working: Prime aged men 1980



Geography of not working: Prime men 2015



Persistence of not working rates



Geography of not working: Prime aged women 2015





Changes in the Landscape of Work

• Migration (especially migration of the less skilled) is down and not 
directed towards high wage areas (Ganong and Shoag, 2017)

• Successful areas make it increasingly difficult to build low cost 
housing (Glaeser, Gyourko, Saks, 2005), leading to spatial mismatch 
(Hsieh and Moretti, 2016).  

• Change in share with college degrees positively correlated with initial 
share of population with college degrees (Moretti, 2004).

• Income convergence across metropolitan areas or PUMAs has slowed 
or disappeared entirely (Berry and Glaeser, 2006) 

• Log(Y2010/Y1980)=.02* Log(Y1980) (IV with 90th and 10th percentile in 1980). 



Will COVID and Zoom fix any of this?

• Relocation away from expensive and difficult cities is easier and this does 
create challenges for NYC, Chicago, etc., but the beneficiaries of this appear 
to be high skill sunbelt places like Austin and Phoenix (consumer cities) that 
didn’t have a problem to begin with.  

• So far, urban service workers have largely been shielded from economic 
fallout of COVID, but we spent $4 trillion and that could get much worse 
especially in less skilled cities.   

• And I didn’t know where the jobs in low density, low skill places are going 
to come from pre-COVID and I don’t know any more know.   

• There is a case for reforming benefits and subsidizing employment, 
particularly in these places, but such policies can also go wrong.    
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