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SYNOPSIS (from the cover) 
In recent years, the young, educated, and affluent have surged back into cities, reversing decades of 
suburban flight and urban decline. And yet all is not well, Richard Florida argues in The New 
Urban Crisis. Florida, one of the first scholars to anticipate this back-to-the-city movement in his 
groundbreaking The Rise of the Creative Class, demonstrates how the same forces that power the 
growth of the world's superstar cities also generate their vexing challenges: gentrification, 
unaffordability, segregation, and inequality. Meanwhile, many more cities still stagnate, and 
middle-class neighborhoods everywhere are disappearing. Our winner-take-all cities are just one 
manifestation of a profound crisis in today's urbanized knowledge economy.  

 
QUOTES 
“Any city, however small, is in fact divided into two, one the city of the poor, the other of the rich.”  
—PLATO, THE REPUBLIC  
 
“Cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only because, and only when, they are 
created by everybody.”  
—JANE JACOBS, THE DEATH AND LIFE OF GREAT AMERICAN CITIES 
  
“The key to urban success, I argued in my 2002 book, The Rise of the Creative Class, was to attract and retain 
talent, not just to draw in companies. The knowledge workers, techies, and artists and other cultural creatives 
who made up the creative class were locating in places that had lots of high-paying jobs—or a thick labor 
market; lots of other people to meet and date—what I called a thick mating market; and a vibrant quality of 
place, with great restaurants and cafés, a music scene, and lots of other things to do.” 
  
“Slowly but surely, my understanding of cities started to evolve. I realized I had been overly optimistic to 
believe that cities and the creative class could, by themselves, bring forth a better and more inclusive kind of 
urbanism.” 
  
“My research found that the metros with the highest levels of wage inequality were also those with the most 
dynamic and successful creative economies—San Francisco, Austin, Boston, Seattle, Washington, DC, and 
New York.” 
  
“I entered into a period of rethinking and introspection, of personal and intellectual transformation, of which 
this book is the result. I began to see the back-to-the-city movement as something that conferred a 
disproportionate share of its benefits on a small group of places and people. I found myself confronting the 
dark side of the urban revival I had once championed and celebrated.” 
  



“The greatest driver of innovation, economic growth, and urban prosperity—the clustering of talent and 
other economic assets in cities—conferred the lion’s share of its benefits on the already privileged, leaving a 
staggering 66 percent of the population behind.” 
  
“Just when it seemed that our cities were really turning a corner, when people and jobs were moving back to 
them, a host of new urban challenges—from rising inequality to increasingly unaffordable housing and 
more—started to come to the fore. Seemingly overnight, the much-hoped-for urban revival has turned into a 
new kind of urban crisis.” 
  
“A gaping intellectual divide splits leading urban experts into two distinct camps: urban optimists and urban 
pessimists. Each camp describes important realities of urbanism today—and yet the one-sidedness of their 
perspectives has prevented us from grasping the full dimensions of the current urban crisis so we can figure 
our way out of it.” 
  
“Gentrification and inequality are the direct outgrowths of the recolonization of the city by the affluent and 
the advantaged. So, which is it: Are cities the great engines of innovation, the models of economic and social 
progress, that the optimists celebrate, or are they the zones of gaping inequality and class division that the 
pessimists decry? The reality is that they are both.” 
  
“The New Urban Crisis is different from the older urban crisis of the 1960s and 1970s. That previous crisis 
was defined by the economic abandonment of cities and their loss of economic function. Shaped by 
deindustrialization and white flight, its hallmark was a hollowing out of the city center, a phenomenon that 
urban theorists and policymakers labeled the hole-in-the-donut.” 
  
“But the New Urban Crisis stretches even further and is more all-encompassing than its predecessor. 
Although two of its core features—mounting inequality and rising housing prices—are most often discussed 
in relation to rising and reviving urban centers such as New York, London, and San Francisco, the crisis also 
hits hard at the declining cities of the Rustbelt and in sprawling Sunbelt cities with unsustainable economies 
driven by energy, tourism, and real estate. Other core features—economic and racial segregation, spatial 
inequality, entrenched poverty—are becoming as common in the suburbs as they are in the cities. Seen in this 
light, the New Urban Crisis is also a crisis of the suburbs, of urbanization itself, and of contemporary 
capitalism writ large.” 
  
“This New Urban Crisis encompasses five key dimensions. The first is the deep and growing economic gap 
between a small number of superstar cities, such as New York, London, Hong Kong, Los Angeles, and Paris, 
along with leading technology and knowledge hubs, such as the San Francisco Bay Area, Washington, DC, 
Boston, Seattle, and other cities across the world.” 
  
“The second dimension is the crisis of success that vexes these same superstar cities. These winners face 
extraordinarily high and increasingly unaffordable housing prices and staggering levels of inequality.” 
  
“The third, much broader, and in many ways more problematic dimension of the New Urban Crisis is the 
growing inequality, segregation, and sorting that is taking place within virtually every city and metro area, 
winners and losers alike.” 
  
“The fourth dimension of the New Urban Crisis is the burgeoning crisis of the suburbs, where poverty, 
insecurity, and crime are mounting, and economic and racial segregation are growing deeper. . . . today, there 
are more poor people in the suburbs than there are in cities—17 million versus 13.5 million.” 
  
“The fifth and final dimension of the New Urban Crisis is the crisis of urbanization in the developing world.” 
  
“It is no longer natural resources or even large corporations that drive economic progress, but the ability of 
cities to cluster and concentrate talented people, enabling them to combine and recombine their ideas and 
efforts, which massively increases our innovation and productivity.” 
  
“The fifty largest metros across the globe house just 7 percent of the world’s total population but generate 40 
percent of global economic activity.” 
  



“This brings me to the most important point of this book: if the crisis we face is urban, so is its solution. For 
all of the challenges and tensions they generate, cities are still the most powerful economic engines the world 
has ever seen. The way out of the New Urban Crisis is more, not less, urbanism.”  
  
“Ultimately, the urbanism for all that is required to move us forward must take shape around seven key 
pillars:  
• Reform zoning and building codes, as well as tax policies, to ensure that the clustering force works to the 
benefit of all.  
• Invest in the infrastructure needed to spur density and clustering and limit costly and inefficient sprawl.  
• Build more affordable rental housing in central locations.  
• Expand the middle class by turning low-wage service jobs into family-supporting work.  
• Tackle concentrated poverty head-on by investing in people and places.  
• Engage in a global effort to build stronger, more prosperous cities in rapidly urbanizing parts of the 
emerging world.  
• Empower communities and enable local leaders to strengthen their own economies and cope with the 
challenges of the New Urban Crisis.” 
  
“Superstar cities have unique kinds of economies that are based on the most innovative and highest value-
added industries, particularly finance, media, entertainment, and technology.8 Everything in these cities 
happens fast—information travels at lightning speed, innovation occurs at a rapid pace, businesses form and 
scale up more quickly—and this speed, along with their sheer size, underpins their advantage in 
productivity.” 
  
“There’s little doubt that creative urban ecosystems exist in a precarious balance. Take away the ferment that 
comes from urban mixing, and the result is a sterile sameness. In SoHo today, luxury stores seem to 
outnumber performance spaces and studios.” 
  
“The number of Manhattan apartments occupied by absentee owners and renters grew from 19,000 in 2000 to 
nearly 34,000 by 2011—a jump of nearly 70 percent. In just a three-block stretch of the Upper East Side, 57 
percent of the apartments were vacant ten months a year.” 
  
“Yet a number of experts who have researched the subject see the standard complaints about gentrification as 
overblown and inaccurate. Lance Freeman, an urban planning professor at Columbia University who has 
studied the gentrification of Harlem and other New York neighborhoods extensively, thinks that the concern 
over the direct displacement of poor residents by wealthy gentrifiers is based more on myth than reality. 
Douglas Massey, a sociologist at Princeton University and a leading expert on racial and economic 
segregation, argues that gentrification is a proverbial “drop in the bucket” compared to the broader 
movement of people into and out of cities. For him, the anti-gentrification stance taken by some urbanists is 
hypocritical. “On the one hand, liberal urban specialists rail against the suburbanization of America and the 
abandonment of the cities by the nation’s whites,” he wrote. “On the other hand, when a very few and highly 
selected whites buck the trend and stake a claim in the city, they are berated as opportunists and decried for 
gentrifying the inner city.” 
  
“Young people have also been an increasing force in gentrification, so much so that the urban planner 
Markus Moos has coined a term for it: youthification. Large swaths of Manhattan and adjacent parts of 
Brooklyn, along with downtown Chicago, Toronto, and San Francisco, have been taken over by the young, 
according to his maps and research.” 
  
“First, gentrification is a recent phenomenon, having accelerated greatly since the year 2000. Between 1980 
and 2000, most downtown neighborhoods were poor and black; gentrification was a relatively limited 
phenomenon, occurring mainly in cities like New York, Boston, Washington, DC, and San Francisco. During 
this time, both affluent and less affluent residents were leaving cities, including educated and working-class 
whites. But all of this changed sharply after 2000 as people began flowing back to urban centers.” 
  
“Second, the back-to-the-city movement has been overwhelmingly driven by affluent and highly educated 
whites. In 1980, only two metros—New York and Santa Barbara—had large shares of affluent, highly 
educated whites living in and around their downtowns. Since 2000, affluent college-educated whites have 
poured back into the urban centers.” 



  
“Several factors have driven affluent, educated whites back to the urban core. One is access to the large 
concentration of the higher-paying knowledge, professional, tech, and creative jobs that are located there. 
Another is the growing tendency for the affluent to want to locate in closer proximity to work to avoid long 
commutes. But the most important factor driving the back-to-the-city movement of affluent, educated whites 
is access to the amenities cities offer—from libraries and museums to restaurants and cafés.” 
  
“Today, transit similarly spurs gentrification by encouraging the clustering of affluent people around it. It 
does so in two ways. On the one hand, it is a large-scale investment that signals a substantial commitment to 
neighborhood transformation and thus helps attract more affluent residents, helping to drive up property 
values. On the other, it allows more privileged groups to give up their arduous commutes. Highly educated 
professionals and knowledge workers are increasingly willing to pay a premium to be located near their jobs 
in the urban center or close to subway and transit stops that will get them there quickly.” 
  
“The great irony is that the influx of the affluent and the educated is making cities less urban and more 
suburban in character. Today’s new urban apartments and condo buildings offer a raft of suburban-like 
amenities, such as wine storage areas, theater rooms, gyms, outdoor decks and pools, and parking garages.” 
  
“Gentrification is the product of the very attributes that define knowledge hubs and superstar cities. When all 
is said and done, acute gentrification is more a symptom of urban success than it is a general characteristic of 
cities and metro areas across the board.” 
  
“Regardless of how extensive gentrification is or where exactly it is occurring, the most heated issues are 
those relating to who is displaced by it. Lance Freeman, the leading student of gentrification and 
displacement, has found that gentrification actually displaces far fewer people than is commonly thought.” 
  
“The worst consequences for the less advantaged occur not in gentrifying neighborhoods per se but in the far 
more disadvantaged neighborhoods where the great majority of the poor actually live. The way gentrification 
hurts the poor in these less advantaged places is through its trickle-down or ripple effects on housing prices.” 
  
“One thing is for certain: the gentrifiers and the local residents—those coming in and those in danger of being 
pushed out—have very different perceptions of their neighborhoods and how they are changing. “What do 
they call Bushwick now? What’s the word?” Spike Lee asked the audience that night in February 2014 at the 
Pratt Institute. “East Williamsburg,” was their response. “These real estate motherfuckers are changing 
names!” he shouted. “How you changin’ names?”  
  
“Today, economic segregation remains closely associated with race, even as levels of racial segregation have 
declined from the staggering levels of a half-century or so ago—that is, before the civil rights movement of 
the 1960s. Between 1970 and 2010, the racial segregation of blacks declined in all of the nation’s eighty-five 
largest metros, according to a 2012 study by Edward Glaeser and Jacob Vigdor.32 That said, race and 
economic segregation continue to be inextricably intertwined. My Overall Economic Segregation Index for 
metro areas is positively correlated with both the share of population that is black and with the share of 
population that is Hispanic or Asian. On the flip side, the index is negatively associated with the share of the 
metro population that is white.” 
  
“Members of the privileged elite may be going back to the urban cores, but large majorities of almost 
everyone else continue to locate in the suburbs. It’s mainly college-educated singles, or couples with very 
young children, who are heading back to cities, while families with kids continue to head to the suburbs, and 
older Americans, including the younger members of the Baby Boom generation and the nation’s seniors, 
remain in them.” 
  
“The average American worker spends nearly an hour (52 minutes) traveling to and from work each day. 
That’s the equivalent of 9 full 24-hour days a year. Those who commute 90 minutes each way waste more 
than a month (31.3 days). Multiplied by America’s 139 million commuters, that’s as much as 30 billion hours 
that could have been spent doing something more productive. If we could take the 3.6 million Americans 
who commute 90 minutes each way to work and shrink their commute to the more typical 30 minutes, the 
economy would save 1.8 billion hours, or the equivalent of 900,000 full-time jobs.” 
  



“The middle class has been eviscerated amid the collapse of the suburban growth model that once fueled the 
American Dream. The poor and disadvantaged truly are falling further and further behind the rest of society. 
But even the affluent third of society who are thriving economically don’t feel as prosperous as they did in 
the past, because they live in expensive cities where securing their own, and their children’s, futures is 
growing more costly and increasingly difficult.” 
  
“Indeed, the New Urban Crisis is a big part of the reason why the economy has been unable to recover fully 
from the economic crisis and remains mired in what some call “secular stagnation.”  
  
“The New Urban Crisis is a significant turning point in American history. In many ways, it marks the final 
closing of the vast American frontier. “Since the days when the fleet of Columbus sailed into the waters of the 
New World,” Frederick Jackson Turner declared in his famous 1893 speech before the American Historical 
Association, “the people of the United States have taken their tone from the incessant expansion which has 
not only been open but has even been forced upon them.” America’s western frontier had finally closed, he 
said, and the nation’s foundational epoch had come to an end. As it turned out, he spoke too soon. For the 
next century, the “crabgrass frontier” of the suburbs, in the historian Kenneth Jackson’s memorable phrase, 
became America’s new axis of growth.5 The New Urban Crisis signals the end of this long epoch of cheap 
outward-oriented growth.” 
  
“Now, for the first time in American history, outward expansion is no longer a reliable path to sustained 
economic growth. Restoring our economy today will turn on our ability to generate more clustered and dense 
growth in our cities and suburbs.” 
  
“Besides being costly, such re-urbanization runs counter to America’s deeply ingrained anti-urban bias, 
which harkens all the way back to Thomas Jefferson’s pastoralist vision. That bias remains deeply 
institutionalized in the structures of our state legislatures and Congress, which give disproportionate power 
to suburban and rural areas and their residents.” 
  
“To solve a crisis this deep and systemic, we must put cities and urbanism at the very center of our agenda 
for economic prosperity. As I noted at the outset of this book, if our crisis is urban, so is its solution. If we are 
to again enjoy a widely shared and sustainable prosperity, we must become a more fully and fairly urbanized 
nation.” 
 
“Ultimately, creating a new middle class will mean that many of us will have to pay a bit more for services. 
But again, the New Deal era can serve as an example. After the Great Depression, we built a middle class by 
collectively paying a premium for our cars and appliances. If we were willing to pay premiums for such 
durable goods to help underwrite the middle class of my parents’ day, then surely we can pay living wages to 
the people who take care of our children and elderly and provide us with vital services to create a new 
middle class today.” 
  
“Above all, overcoming persistent poverty means tackling the problems of urban schools. Far too many 
disadvantaged neighborhoods are served by underfunded schools that fail to provide students with the skills 
and capabilities they need to thrive in the knowledge economy, and where dropout rates remain distressingly 
high.” 
  
“The development of mass public education in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the 
dramatic expansion of college and university training after World War II, promoted economic growth and 
helped to spur the development of a stable middle class.26 Investing more in early childhood development, 
especially in chronically poor neighborhoods, will increase overall human capital and add to the economy 
again today.” 
  
“Fundamentally, poverty is the absence of money. Providing every person with a guaranteed minimum 
income or universal basic income is the most straightforward way to combat it; and the most efficacious way 
to do that is through a negative income tax, which essentially returns money to the poor so that they can 
cover their basic needs.  
  
“Make equity a principal concern of economic development.”  
  



“Publishing a book, it has been said, is a little like attending your own funeral. You learn a lot about your 
ideas, and yourself. Getting out of the confines of your office and sharing your thoughts in public helps make 
them clearer. And reading reviews and engaging with critics forces you to think even more deeply about 
what you’ve written and what you wanted to say.” 
 


