
been called a “fundamental flaw in America’s gov-
ernance structure.” This is due to the fact that “met-
ropolitan regions have become the most important 
functional units of economic and social life in 
almost all modern societies.”6 Labor and jobs, for 
example, rarely are concentrated in a single local 
political jurisdiction. The bottom line is that local-
ities are intertwined economically and socially but 
are governed as if such matters can be isolated 
within the preexisting geographical boundaries of 
political jurisdictions.

The basic problem, then, is that political geog-
raphy no longer lines up with economic and 
social geography. The center of economic and 
social life in the United States is increasingly less 
a city or a county and more a larger metropolitan 
area. The U.S. Office of Management and Budget 
defines a metropolitan area as a region with “a large 
population nucleus, together with adjacent 

communities having a 
high degree of social and 
economic integration 
with that core.” It is 
important to note that 
this definition goes on to 
specify that a metropoli-
tan area comprises “one 
or more entire counties.”7

For data-gathering 
and reporting purposes, 
the federal government 
formally defines metro-
politan areas using the 
concept of the metropolitan 
statistical area (MSA), an 
area made up of a city of 
50,000 or more people, 
together with adjacent 
urban communities that 
have strong ties to the 
central city. As of 2013, 
there were 381 MSAs in 
the United States (and 7 
more in Puerto Rico). 
More than 80 percent of 

U.S. residents live in such metropolitan areas, 
with 30 percent living in central cities.8 These 
metros are where some of the most important 
policy challenges of the 21st century are not just 
concentrated but irretrievably interconnected. 
Consider traffic congestion. According to metro 
scholar Bruce Katz, roughly 60 percent of all the 
vehicular miles logged in the United States occur 
in the top 100 metropolitan areas. This reflects 
not just the population concentration of those 
areas or just the challenges of traffic congestion 
and maintaining transportation infrastructure 
but also the effects of such concentration on 
global warming (that much traffic produces a lot 
of greenhouse gases) as well as on global trade, 
shipping, and freight.9

Local governments in these metros, like it or 
not, simply cannot confine their problems or their 
ambitions within their own borders, any more than 
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Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) and 
Surrounding MSAs

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division.

Metropolitan area
A populous region typically comprising a city and surrounding 
communities that have a high degree of social and economic integration

Metropolitan statistical area (MSA)
An area with a city of 50,000 or more people, together with adjacent 
urban communities that have strong ties to the central city
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