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THE CHANGING NATURE OF WORK AND THE DEMAND
FOR URBAN SPACE
There is a growing sense that the Covid-19 pandemic has changed the nature of work more than its degree. The current 4.6%
national unemployment rate is just a tick higher than its 3.5% level in February 2020, and areas like the Inland Empire are even
closer1 to pre-crisis levels. Still, what work entails has changed for the 38% of workers who functioned remotely at some point
during the pandemic2, and the 60% of firms who adopted new digital technologies3. Across many sectors of the economy, the
nature of interaction and communication has been transformed.
These changes seem to be announcing themselves in urban property markets. Increased remote work has directly led to changes
inside the home as spare rooms and dining tables have been repurposed as offices. This in turn led to more demand for space in
the residential housing market. In an analysis of U.S. Postal Service change-of-address data, Nicholas Bloom and Arjun Ramani
notice a “donut effect”4 in the nation’s twelve largest metropolitan areas, where residents relocate from the tighter quarters of
the inner city to the inner and outer suburbs. A price analysis shows that the cost of larger, low-density homes has increased
significantly relative to high-density and Central Business District homes. While, it is possible to over-interpret such trends, as
Taner Osman argues in the Center for Forecasting’s previous White Paper, they recall previous eras in American urban history
when homeowners and businesses filtered out of the inner city to gain access to suburban amenities.
Some observers wonder if there has also been a reshuffling of real estate markets away from larger metro areas towards secondary
metro areas such as Tulsa, or even smaller “Zoom towns”5 where remote workers can access even larger houses or more natural
amenities than in suburban enclaves. In a remote work environment, where co-presence is only required sporadically (if at all),
nature and space-loving residents no longer must choose between access to open space and access to work. Some smaller cities
themselves are doing their part to encourage migration out of metro areas through cash incentives and other prizes6.

ECONOMY WHITE PAPER SERIES

For their part, Bloom and Ramani find only the most modest evidence for migration away from big metro areas, and furthermore
that housing prices in big cities have grown relative to other areas. In their view, average migration patterns are more consistent
with hybrid work schedules, with regular but less frequent commutes, than with a fully remote, ‘work from everywhere’ reality.
Similarly, data from moving companies analyzed by Marie Patino shows fewer big moves during the height of the pandemic than
during ‘normal times’.7
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But even if the average big city worker is staying put, the ‘Zoom Town’ may still be attractive to a sizeable number of fully or
mostly remote workers. An Upwork survey finds that some 40% of those on that platform would at least consider living more
than four hours away8-- but how many have or will follow through on this this an open question. Moreover, the ways in which
different occupations might respond differently to remote work are still being understood.
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USING MUSICIANS TO STUDY ONGOING MIGRATION
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To get a sense of how ongoing workplace changes are playing out at a micro level, the Center for Forecasting looked at data
for a specific labor market – musicians on Soundcloud. While the job of a musician is not representative in most respects, it
is intriguing because the production of music is highly susceptible to digital technologies. Off-the-shelf software and cheap
hardware permit the recording, mastering, and distribution of music from anywhere with an internet connection. Soundcloud
itself, one of the main platforms for sharing music, is an illustration of how much the music industry has moved on from the brick
and mortar model, or even from early experiments in digital music.
However, musicians were quicker to adopt digital production techniques than other kinds of workers and have arguably been
living in the post-pandemic period for a long time. Musical acts ‘from nowhere’ have been breaking on digital services (first
MySpace) and established acts seem to enjoy the freedom that streaming technology affords them. Kanye West famously
recorded and uploaded his 2018 ‘Ye’ album from his ranch in Wyomin9 – an undeniable achievement in ‘working from home’.
There is an open question as to whether musicians and other early technology adopters have been as affected by the pandemic
as Central Business District type workers.
In this case, the relevant data is only available by happenstance. In August of 2019, as part of my dissertation research on
music festival programming10, I collected data on the geography of acts that also appeared in the “Songview” BMI repertoire.
Recognizing the opportunity to study this question, I collected data for the same group of musicians in October of 2020. In
total, 11,834 acts provided origin information for each year. When possible, I converted act origin entries (e.g., Hollywood) into
Combined Statistical Areas (e.g. Los Angeles-Long Beach) or their international equivalents (e.g. Greater London), and compared
the regional distributions of musicians. This basic and preliminary data suggests that Soundcloud Musicians were less mobile
than the average American during the early part of the pandemic, and that there might be a small re-sorting of musicians across
regions.
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MUSICIANS ARE NOT RE-SORTING ACROSS REGIONS
Of 11,503 Soundcloud artists with multiple songs listed on Soundcloud in 2019, only 308 indicated that they had a new region
of origin between August of 2019 and October of 2020. This is the equivalent of a 2.7% inter-regional migration rate. A slightly,
smaller number 303 indicated that they moved outside of their state or province (2.6%).
Implied Soundcloud migration rates are higher than for the average American along a number of measures. Based on data from
the U.S. Census Current Population Survey only 3.8% of individuals aged one or above, changed their county of residence in
2019 and only 1.3% changed states. Unfortunately, the Soundcloud data does not allow for a reliable estimate of how much
musicians have moved within their county or metropolitan area (i.e., if there is a donut effect for musicians) but inter-state
migration rates do appear higher for Soundcloud musicians.
The migration rates implied by this study are nonetheless like what would be expected normally for the occupation group known
as “Musicians and Music Teachers”. In 2019, 2.8% of this group moved between states and a slightly lower share of Soundcloud
musicians changed their origin, a slightly higher rate.

Soundcloud Musicians
2019 and 2020
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All American
2019

Musicians and Music
Teachers 2019

INTER-COUNTY
MIGRATION RATE

INTER-REGION
MIGRATION RATE

INTER-STATE
MIGRATION RATE

SOURCE

Not Available

2.7%

2.6%

Soundcloud

3.8%

Not Available

1.3%

Current Population Survey11/
American Community12 Survey

Not Available

Not Available

2.8%

American Community Survey

Taken together, these results suggest that the migration decisions of musicians have not been strongly affected by the pandemic.
This is fully consistent with the view that the technological changes that have swept other areas of the economy have been
less profound for musicians, who have been using remote-friendly technology for longer. It tracks with the more skeptical
take on inter-regional migration by the likes of Bloom and Ramani. It is possible that the more ‘Zoom-sensitive’ occupations
in the economy (e.g., programmers, economists) will respond in a different way. For their part, musicians who rely more on
performances for their revenue than they did in the pre-digital era (See Adler, 2021) might operate on more of a hybrid schedule
(e.g., perform a few times a week) than a fully remote one. It is possible that the effects of digitization on the geography of
musicians happened a decade ago.
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SUBTLE CHANGES IN THE REGIONAL GEOGRAPHY OF
MUSICIANS
Bloom and Ramani show a very slight preference for smaller regions among metro movers. This is also matched by the Soundcloud
data. Among Soundcloud musicians who changed their region of origin, 52.4% did so from larger to smaller metropolitan areas,
while 47.6% changed to bigger cities. This amounts to very tenuous evidence that the average musician is moving to a slightly
smaller area.
The trends in migration rate by region are surely more interesting. Figure 1 shows the net migration rate (a region’s percentage
change in its number of Soundcloud musicians), as well as the outmigration rate (the percentage of 2019 musicians who changed
their region), for all regions with at least five apparent in-migrants.
In a development that might raise some eyebrows, Stockholm appears to have gained the most musicians over the pandemic
period. Sweden famously implemented less social distancing regulations than most Western European countries, and defenders
of that decision might be encouraged by the capital’s ability to capture more musicians. Of course, Berlin ranked second, Sao
Paulo third, Toronto fourth, and Paris fifth, so Covid-19 stringency could not be the only factor in explaining these trends.
WHICH REGIONS GAINED THE MOST SOUNDCLOUD MUSICIANS DURING THE PANDEMIC?
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REGION
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Stockholm
Berlin
Sao Paulo
Toronto
Paris
Montreal
Philadelphia
Washington
Nashville
San Diego
London
Cleveland
Miami
Los Angeles
Chicago
Detroit
Atlanta
Dallas
New York
Bay Area
Houston
Orlando
Source: Patrick Adler; UCR Center for Forecasting

NET MIGRATION

OUTMIGRATION RATE

8%
5%
4%
4%
4%
3%
3%
1%
1%
1%
1%
0%
0%
-1%
-1%
-1%
-1%
-1%
-1%
-2%
-2%
-4%

4%
1%
9%
2%
5%
2%
2%
2%
0%
2%
3%
5%
3%
2%
3%
2%
3%
4%
3%
4%
6%
7%
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Most American cities are lower down in the rankings. Philadelphia was the American city with the highest migration rate—
Washington, Nashville, and San Diego also had positive net-migration. Greater Los Angeles, including the Inland Empire, lost 1%
of its musicians, the same amount as New York and less than the San Francisco Bay Area, Houston, or Orlando. The relatively
poor performance of American metro areas may be attributable to repatriation. If migrants had previously migrated to the
United States from areas like Stockholm, Berlin, and Toronto, the pandemic might have motivated them to return.
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The implications of these patterns in terms of the global concentration of musicians are also noteworthy. Prior to the pandemic,
roughly 30% of Soundcloud musicians hailed from Los Angeles, New York, London, or Nashville, and afterwards the percentage
was basically the same. While Los Angeles and New York lost musicians in the aggregate, the other two ‘superstar metros’ gained
them.
Overall, the impact of the pandemic on the geography of musicians appears to be somewhat muted, based on this study. A
possible interpretation might be that inter-regional migration is overall less than is often imagined, as has been suggested
elsewhere. It is also possible that musicians have been less affected by the age of work-from-home because they were already
accustomed to remote-enabled technologies. Future micro-level research should clarify the impacts of digital technologies on
the geography of work during the pandemic.

About the Center for
Economic Forecasting
and Development
The UC Riverside School of Business Center for Economic
Forecasting and Development opened its doors in October
2015 and represents a major economic research initiative in
one of California’s most vital growth regions. The Center produces a wide variety of research both independently and in
collaboration with academic, business, and government partners. Research products include monthly employment analyses, quarterly regional economic forecasts, a quarterly business activity index, a white paper series, and a major regional
economic forecast conference, hosted annually.

Acknowledgements
Thanks to Richard Florida for assistance acquiring data and Georgios Diamantopoulos for data programming.

About the Author

Patrick Adler

Manager, Sustainable Growth
and Development

Patrick Adler is Manager of Sustainable Growth and Development at the Center for Economic
Forecasting and Development. He provides guidance on the Center’s core projects
surrounding workforce development and economic development strategy. Dr. Adler has
conducted economic development engagements with municipalities and regional planning
agencies in the United States and Canada. His consulting work focuses on identifying
promising industrial development pathways and building local capacity for transformative
change through stakeholder engagement and consensus building. He has researched
broadly on regional innovation and entrepreneurship, and recently on firm headquarters
location and the geography of urban technology. Dr. Adler holds a Ph.D. in Urban Planning
from the University of California, Los Angeles with a specialization in regional development.

www.UCREconomicForecast.org | cefd@ucr.edu

