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additional population shifts: from the Snow Belt (industrial 
regions of the North and Midwest) to the Sun Belt (South 
and Southwest) and from rural to metropolitan areas (Dreier 
1996). Though many factors contributed to suburbaniza-
tion, the key players were government leaders and their pol-
icies. The U.S. Congress passed the Housing Act of 1949, 
which encouraged construction outside city boundaries and 
made home purchasing easier through the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) and Veterans Affairs home mortgage 
loan programs. The 1956 Federal Aid Highway Act, which 
established the modern interstate highway system, made 
rural areas more accessible. President Dwight Eisenhower, 
a chief proponent of the act, believed in the importance of 
the interstate highway system. Eisenhower (1963) declared,

More than any single action by the government since 
the end of the war, this one would change the face of 
America. . . . Its impact on the American economy—
the jobs it would produce in manufacturing and 
construction, the rural areas it would open up—was 
beyond calculation. (pp. 548–49)

The U.S. Census Bureau defines an urban population as an area with 2,500 or 
more individuals. An urbanized area is a densely populated area with 50,000 or 
more residents, and a metropolitan statistical area is a densely populated area with 
100,000 or more people. U.S. Census data indicate a rapid increase in the urban 
population, especially after World War II (Table 14.2). For 2010, the three larg-
est metropolitan statistical areas were New York City, Los Angeles, and Chicago  

Table 14.1   �Urban population distribution of the world by development groups, 1975, 
2000, 2010, and 2020 (population in millions)

1975 2000 2010 2020

World (total) 1,538 2,859 3,559 4,290

More 
developed 
regions

718 881 957 1,018

Less 
developed 
regions

819 1,977 2,601 3,271

SOURCE: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2011.

Table 14.2   �U.S. population, percentage of 
urban residents, selected years

Year Percentage Urban

1900 40.0

1910 45.8

1920 51.4

1930 56.2

1940 56.5

1950 64.0

1960 69.9

1970 73.5

1980 73.7

1990 75.2

2000 79.0

2010 80.7

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau 1995, 2012a.

Urban population: An 
area with 2,500 or more 
individuals

Urbanized area: A 
densely populated area 
with 50,000 or more 
residents


