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ECONOMICS OF CITIES, CRIME, INEQUALITY, INNOVATION & WELLBEING
New research from the Centre for Economic Performance
in the Spring 2021 CentrePiece magazine

For 30 years, the Centre for Economic Performance (CEP) has asked how the economy works and
how it can work better. This academic year, the Centre is marking that milestone with a series of
publications and events on some of the core themes in three decades of economic research — notably
how to increase productivity and wellbeing, how to reduce inequality and how to improve public
policy-making.

The celebrations began last November with an online public lecture by CEP’s founder director
Richard Layard, who went back to a question he has long posed and which feels particularly urgent in
these challenging times: how can we make the world a happier place? That theme runs through the
Spring 2021 issue of CentrePiece, which is published today.

Build back happier

Wellbeing should be the explicit goal of schools, universities, business and government, according to
Richard Layard: ‘As society tries to recover from the coronavirus crisis, in seeking to “build back

better’, our fundamental aim should be to “build back happier”.

He argues that the Covid-19 moment is the best possible time to reflect on where our society should
be going and how the economic and social sciences can contribute. And the science of wellbeing
opens up the possibility of a much more integrated form of social science. Wellbeing should become a
recognised interdisciplinary field like geography or social policy, he concludes.

Is Tokyo 2020 worth it?

The Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games have been rescheduled to take place in July and August this year.
Using tools from the new science of wellbeing, Christian Krekel assesses whether the event should
still go ahead and how it likely it is to have been a worthwhile investment.

From the perspective of the organisers, Tokyo 2020 should go ahead, he concludes. Drawing on
evidence from the 2012 London Olympics, he notes that while the Games generate only very short-
lived wellbeing benefits, the benefits for the host city and host country were substantial — and may
well justify the costs.

Will coronavirus cause a big city exodus?

Big cities thrive because of the economic and social benefits of proximity — but proximity also helps to
spread Covid-19. Does this mean an end to the urban revival of recent years — or do vaccines herald
a return to normality? According to Henry Overman and Max Nathan, much will depend on how far
the forced experiments of lockdown translate into new norms.

Their analysis draws on evidence from past crises to speculate on the future evolution of big cities.
History suggests eventual adaptation of ways of urban working and living to new diseases, but much
will depend on the effectiveness of vaccines and the speed of distribution. They conclude that we
could see a shift in urban economic geography, with suburbs benefiting at the expense of city centres.
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Lockdown and the social life of big cities

The effects of Covid-19 on the social lives of city dwellers — being able to go to the pub, restaurants
and theatre — may be more relevant for the future of cities than its impact on work. That’s the
implication of a thought experiment by Gabriel Ahlfeldt, Fabian Bald, Duncan Roth and Tobias Seidel.

Lockdown shows that it's not work that attracts us to big cities, but the social life, they find. The effects
on quality of life from a permanent reduction in social interaction would hit big cities hard.

Innovation policy to restore American prosperity

The new US administration has the opportunity to reset an economic model that has failed to deliver
prosperity for millions of Americans for decades. John Van Reenen calls for a Grand Innovation
Challenge Fund — federal funding for research and development (R&D) to fuel technological
innovation and raise productivity growth.

Faster technological innovation boosts productivity growth — but the private sector will not do enough
R&D on its own. Government borrowing is needed to invest in innovation — and evidence indicates
that it has an excellent social return on investment. Supply-side policies are also needed to increase
the quantity and quality of potential inventors.

The long shadow of slavery

The politics and economy of the antebellum American South were dominated by those who practiced
forced enslavement. Research by Luna Bellani, Anselm Hager and Stephan Maurer, which examines
a database of Texas legislators from 1860 to 1900, reveals that the power of slave-owners continued
long after the Civil War.

Their research finds that in 1900, about half of all Texan lawmakers came from families that had held
people in slavery. These slave-owning families continued to dominate the politics of the American
South long after the Civil War.

Lockdown, recession and crime

What has happened to criminal activity in England and Wales during the pandemic? Tom Kirchmaier
and Carmen Villa-Llera explore the effects of lockdown and job loss on the kinds of crimes being
committed — and the ability of police to detect them.

They show that in the spring 2020 lockdown, crime was lower in most categories except for anti-social
behaviour and drug offences. One notable increase during the pandemic has been the rise in bicycle
theft, which highlights clear underlying economic motives for crime.

Losses in lockdown: jobs, income, education and mental health

During the pandemic, many parents have had to cope with losing their jobs or part of their income at
the same time as they are obliged to manage home schooling. Claudia Hupkau, Ingo Isphording,
Stephen Machin and Jenifer Ruiz-Valenzuela look at the effects on children’s outcomes and families’
mental health.

Their analysis reveals growing inequality of households’ labour market experiences and access to
education. They conclude that the interaction of school closures and parents in economic distress will
have long-term effects on children.

ENDS



Notes for editors:

1. CentrePiece is the magazine of the Centre for Economic Performance. It is published three times a
year. The Spring 2021 issue is Volume 26, Issue 1. Cover price £5; subscription rates on application
to +44 (0)20 7955 6963. To subscribe: http://cep.lse.ac.uk/centrepiece/CentrePiece subscription.pdf

2. The Centre for Economic Performance is an independent research centre based at the London
School of Economics and Political Science. Its members are from the LSE and a wide range of
universities within the UK and around the world.

3. For more information contact:

Romesh Vaitilingam, CentrePiece Editor - Email: romesh@vaitilingam.com

Helen Ward — 07970 254872 Email: H.Ward1@)lse.ac.uk

CEP General - Email: cep.info@Ilse.ac.uk

https://cep.lse.ac.uk/ _new/publications/centrepiece/
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