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REGIONAL GROWTH IN THE US 

 

With a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of $19.4 billion, the United States (330 million inhabitants) is 

the largest economy in the world, followed by the European Union ($18.8 billion and 508 million 

inhabitants) and the People’s Republic of China ($12.2 billion and 1.3 billion inhabitants). GDP is largely 

accepted to be the most effective way to measure the size of a country’s economy since it measures 

the total value of production by labor situated within its boundaries.  The ten American metropolitan 

statistical areas (MAS)1 that contribute the most to the US GDP are mapped out below. 

 

 
 

The main contributors to US GDP are: 

Rank Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) 2016 GDP Population 

#1 New York-Newark-Jersey City, NY-NJ-PA $1.43 trillion 20.1 million 

#2 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA $885 billion 13.3 million 

#3 Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, IL-IN-WI $569 billion 9.5 million 

#4 Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX $471 billion 7.2 million 

#5 Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV $449 billion 6.1 million 

#6 Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land, TX $442 billion 6.7 million 

#7 San Francisco-Oakland-Hayward, CA $406 billion 4.7 million 

#8 Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, PA-NJ-DE-MD $381 billion 6.1 million 

#9 Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-NH $371 billion 4.8 million 

#10 Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell, GA $320 billion 5.8 million  
Top 10 Metropolitan Statistical Areas $5.7 trillion (29.3%) 84.3 million 

                                                           
1 Delineated by the US Office of Management and Budget, they consist of a core area containing a substantial 
population nucleus and adjacent communities with a high degree of economic and social integration 
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Note: figures are in chained 2009 dollars 

The average GDP growth in the US is approximately 3%. However, as can be expected when 

considering its sheer size, the growth figure hides considerable regional growth differences. In this 

paper we are concerned with identifying those regions that have experienced the highest growth in 

order to then analyze the main industry clusters that account for it. Hence, the table below illustrates 

the ten metropolitan statistical areas with the highest GDP growth between 2008-2017. The figures 

represent the percentage increase between the GDP of 2008 and 2017. For Elkhart, for example, its 

GPD was $9,419 million in 2008 and $17,132 in 2017, signifying a 81.9% increase.2 

 

Rank Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) GDP growth Population 

#1 Elkhart-Goshen, IN  81.9% 205,032 

#2 The Villages, FL  78.0% 125,165 

#3 Austin-Round Rock, TX  75.9% 2,115,827 

#4 San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA  75.8% 1,998,463 

#5 Midland, MI  72.3% 83,411 

#6 Provo-Orem, UT  70.5% 617,675 

#7 Bismarck, ND  68.9% 132,142 

#8 Greeley, CO  67.3% 304,633 

#9 Bend-Redmond, OR  64.1% 186,875 

#10 Nashville-Davidson-Murfreesboro-Franklin, TN 64.0%  1,903,045 

 

                                                           
2 (17,132-9,419)/9,419 = 0.819 
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The ten highest growing MSAs are mapped below: 

Background 

 

In the academic literature, regional growth is often associated with the presence of economic clusters, 

defined as the geographic concentration of related and connected industries. Examples include the 

financial services cluster in New York and the IT cluster in Silicon Valley.  

 

The drivers behind the growth of these economic clusters are the various types of linkages and 

externalities that span across their industries such as industry-related infrastructure, skills, knowledge 

and inputs. Indeed, the external economies of scale and the knowledge spillovers gained from locating 

near one another fosters innovation and specialization that further stimulates the growth of the 

industry cluster with a positive multiplier effect.  

 

Take the IT cluster of Silicon Valley as an example. The concentration of such technology related firms 

facilitate the exchange of ideas and thereby encourages other IT firms to take advantage of the 

knowledge spillovers present by locating in the same geographical area . This attraction is amplified 

by a labor force that is skilled in subjects of engineering and computer science and the necessary 

infrastructure put in place by those firms that lay the foundation of the cluster. 

 

Other external economies of scale that new firms can take advantage of include established supplier 

relationships and a range of auxiliary services such as marketing and research agencies. The attraction 
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and establishment of new IT firms further stimulates the positive multiplier effect as a result of 

specialization and leads to the creation of an IT industry cluster.  

 

Hence, what differentiates a strong industry cluster is the extent to which such intra-industry linkages 

are present and effective at fostering productivity growth. This can be distinguished by using the 

concept of a location quotient, which measures the ratio of an industry's share of total employment 

in a location relative to its share of total national employment. It measures the specialization or 

concentration of a cluster in a particular location relative to the national average. A ‘strong’ cluster 

has a location quotient bigger than 1, since this implies that the cluster is more specialized than the 

national average.  

 

There are two subsets of economic clusters, depending on their degree of integration in an 

interregional or international supply chain. A traded (or international) cluster is composed of 

industries that are concentrated in a geographic area and that interact to a large extent with other 

regions and countries in the form of competition. Examples include the financial services and 

information technology industries. A local cluster, on the other hand, is composed of local industries 

that are present in most (if not all) geographic areas and whose market share is primarily dependent 

on the local community. Examples include entertainment such as video rental services and movie 

theaters, health services such as drug stores and hospitals, and local commercial services such as 

drycleaners.  

 

The analysis below is based on data collected by the US Cluster Mapping Project, led by the Harvard 

Business School and the US Economic Development Administration, and is solely focused on the 

identification of traded clusters .  

Elkhart-Goshen, IN 

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 4.19% 

• Unemployment rate: 2.7% 

• Employment growth rate: 0.54%  

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters3: 72%  

 

                                                           
3 A cluster that has high employment specialization in a region (ranking in the top 25% of all regions by 
specialization and also meeting minimum criteria for employment and establishment). 
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Cluster portfolio4  

 

While Elkhart had the highest unemployment rate in Indiana during the financial crisis, it now has the 

lowest and even faces a substantial shortage of labor. Demand is so high “that even inmates from 

work-release programs are hard to retain as workers after their release”. The main driver behind this 

impressive turn-around is the revival of the Recreational Vehicle Industry, which accounts for 

approximately half of employment in the area. 

 

The strength of the latter cluster can be seen when noting that seven out of the ten largest industries 

in terms of employment are classified as being part of a ‘strong cluster’ (in green). This classification 

distinguishes between employment share and employment specialization5, since it is mainly 

specialization that is recognized as being the main driving force of productivity and growth due to 

knowledge spillovers and established industry linkages. Hence, only three out of the top ten industries 

present in Elkhart have a location quotient that  identifies the cluster’s specialization as being below 

the national average. In other words, only for the three industries not marked in green above is 

average productivity potentially higher elsewhere.  

 

It is important to note, however, that the industry is highly dependent on the state of the business 

cycle. This is illustrated on the diagram below where in 2009, for example, RV sales fell by half and so 

did employment. This is exacerbated by a limited potential for diversification as a result of industry 

wage- and standard-setting to a level few competitors can match. Another factor that reduces the 

industry’s resilience in the face of macroeconomic forces is that fewer residents are enrolling in college 

due to the low-skilled nature of manufacturing and high labor demand; Elkhart ranks 335th of 380 

metro areas in percentage residents with a college degree, the Brookings Institution found. Shelley 

Moore, an Elkhart urban planner, is rightly of the opinion that the city has been in a “race against the 

clock” to build a more diverse and sustainable economy. 

                                                           
4 Data from www.clustermapping.us 
5 As measured by the cluster’s location quotient (the ratio of an industry's share of total state employment in a 
location relative to its share of total national employment). 

http://www.clustermapping.us/
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The Villages, FL 

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 3.77%  

• Unemployment rate: 4.8% 

• Employment growth rate: 6.71%  

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 31.05%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

 

Also called “Disneyland for Grownups”, The Villages is a retirement community in Florida with a 

median age of 71. Its economy is specialized in Arts, Entertainment, Recreation; Real Estate, Rental & 

Leasing; and Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting. The explosive growth of The Villages 

represents the demographic shift that is an ever-growing older population and is not the product of a 

strong cluster presence per se. Indeed, the magnitude of employment in strong traded clusters is 

relatively low (31.05%) and only three industries are classified as being part of a strong cluster, with a 

rank that is well below the top 100.  
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Austin-Round Rock, TX 

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 2.98%  

• Unemployment rate: 2.9% 

• Employment growth rate: 2.80%  

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 62.50%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

  

Austin’s growth is largely driven by technology companies, such as Dell (HQ) and IBM, as well as 

entrepreneurial ventures. In 2016, Austin was named the best place in the US  to start a business by 

CNBC, the top city for “small-business vitality” American City Business Journals, and the top city for 

launching a technology startup by Sungard Availability Services. In the literature, the latter is often 

attributed to “a model that has more to do with a supportive community than rugged individual risk-

taking” whereby small business frequently get together and share knowledge and resources.  There 

appears to be a strong sense of community and camaderie, the importance of which may be 

underrated elsewhere. Furthermore, other drivers behind Austin’s growth include a low tax rate, no 

corporate or personal income tax (as in the whole of Texas), good infrastructure and a high quality of 

living. 
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San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA 

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 3.69%  

• Unemployment rate: 2.7% 

• Employment growth rate: 0.44%   

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 86.03%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

 

The Metropolitan Statistical Area of San Jose is part of Santa Clara County, the most affluent county 

in California and one of the most prosperous counties in the US as a whole. This is largely due to the 

famous technology cluster that constitutes Silicon Valley. Indeed, the above statistics and graph 

reaffirm the impressive strength of its clusters:  86.03% of traded employment takes place in strong 

clusters and the 5 largest industries in terms of non-agricultural employment represent clusters that 

are ranked as some of the strongest (i.e. most specialized) in the US. Major global tech companies 

with their headquarters in San Jose include Cisco Systems, eBay, Adobe Systems, PayPal, Brocade, 

Samsung, Acer and Hewlett Packard Enterprise. Although it is a hub of innovation and affluence, the 

city faces extremely high costs of living. Indeed, with a median home price of $1,085,000 in 2016, San 

Jose has the most expensive housing market in the US and the fifth most expensive housing market in 

the world, according to the 2017 Demographia International Housing Affordability Survey.  
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Midland, MI  

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 4.28%  

• Unemployment rate: 4.2% 

• Employment growth rate:  -0.26%   

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 40.86%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

 

The main industry cluster in Midland, Michigan, consists of upstream chemical products and can 

largely be attributed to the presence of DowDuPont’s headquarters, the largest chemical company in 

the world. In September 2018, the company opened the Dow Michigan Operations Industrial Park, 

which is home to six companies, including three that are anticipated to break-off in 2019. These 

DowDupont spinoffs will focus on agriculture, materials science and specialty products while the other 

three specialize in chemicals and plastics. The Park is designed to improve collaboration, induce 

growth and increase the opportunities available for specialized services required for the various 

businesses present.  

 

Unlike Elkhart-Goshen, IN, whose long-run sustainability is questionable due to the highly variable 

nature of the RV industry and its high concentration in the area, Midland’s growth can be seen as that 

of a diverse and thereby relatively stable economy where opportunities are still plentiful. The area 

may be of some relevance to Belgian chemical companies already largely present in the US such as 

Solvay.  

 

 

  



NON CLASSIFIE - NIET GECLASSIFICEERD 

 

 

Provo-Orem, UT 

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 3.60%  

• Unemployment rate: 3.2% 

• Employment growth rate:  2.24%   

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 41.45%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

 

The Milken Institute ranked the Provo-Orem area as the number 1 best performing city in the US in 

2017, while having been in the top three for the past five years. The criteria for the ranking include 

economic performance, job creation, wage gains and technology developments. According to Dixon 

Holmes, deputy mayor of economic development, Provo’s impressive performance can largely be 

attributed to “the influx of young, education-seeking and highly motivated people who are making an 

impact on the regional and state economy”. The latter occurs mainly through new business creation 

and Holmes thus argues that “Provo and Utah Valley will continue to grow because our growth is 

three-fourths internal”. As can be seen on the graph above, the high number of educational 

institutions in the area – such as Brigham Young University, Utah Valley University and the University 

of Utah – are a main contributor to Provo’s growth as they produce a highly skilled labour pool of a 

significant magnitude.  
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Bismarck, ND 

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 4.42%  

• Unemployment rate: 3.2% 

• Employment growth rate:  1.25%   

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 41.04%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

 

Bismarck is the capital city of North Dakota and is home to the vast majority of the state’s 

governmental and financial institutions. It further has a strong, diversified economy whereby services 

and retail dominate the local market. Oil has been a strong contributor to its continued prosperity and 

although low prices do make industry experts wary, they are bouncing back from previous throughs. 

There has also been a substantial move towards renewable energy including wind, bioenergy and 

ethanol power.  

 

In terms of cluster strength, however, Bismarck does not impress. Although five out of the top ten 

industries present in terms of non-agricultural employment can be classified as being part of a strong 

and thus highly specialized cluster, their rankings compared to such industry clusters in the rest of the 

US are mediocre. The strength of Bismarck’s hospitality and tourism cluster, for example, is only the 

191st strongest relative to the others present in the US, as can be seen in the ‘rank in US’ column 

above. There are 190 other hospitality and tourism clusters located elsewhere in the US that are more 

productive. 
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Greeley, CO 

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 1.80%  

• Unemployment rate: 3.0% 

• Employment growth rate:  2.16%   

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 46.09%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

 

Greeley’s growth can largely be attributed to migration in response to the housing affordability crisis 

in Denver and nearby areas and to the recovery of the oil and gas industry. Indeed, the Colorado State 

Demography is predicting Greeley and nearby Ft. Collins to double in size over the next 20-30 years 

and the median house price in the former is $140,000 lower. The rebound of the oil and gas industry 

can be seen with Greeley’s mining, logging and construction sector that has added nearly 2,500 jobs 

between 2016 and 2017. However, such explosive growth does come with its challenges concerning 

infrastructure as well as the availability of water and farmland.   
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Bend-Redmond, OR 

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 2.63%  

• Unemployment rate: 4.0% 

• Employment growth rate:  2.40%   

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 45.93%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

 

As illustrated by the graph above, the area of Bend, Oregon, does not exhibit particularly strong cluster 

behavior. Its success in the tourism industry is mainly due to its attractive location and its vast array 

of outdoor activities such as mountain biking, rock climbing, kayaking and snow sports. Bend’s 

geographical attraction can further be seen by the fact that its growth is largely attributed to a 

consistent increase in population size that has arisen as a result of positive net migration. In 2011, for 

example, net migration was responsible for 74% of the annual population growth area, while 26% was 

due to the natural increase of the population – i.e. more births than deaths. The latest 2017 estimates 

released by the US Census Bureau, however, state that 93% of population growth was due to a net 

increase in new residents. Nevertheless, population growth is likely to slow as employment 

opportunities become scarcer and housing  becomes increasingly unaffordable.  

 

Business-wise, Bend companies enjoy costs that are 22% below the national average and its high share 

of educated millennials ranks among the top 10% of smaller metros. This together with a strong 

economic and employment outlook has ensured its number one place on Forbes’ 2016 list of the Best 

Small Places for Business and Careers. 
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Nashville-Davidson--Murfreesboro--Franklin, TN  

 

Main growth indicators 

• GDP per capita growth rate: 3.24%  

• Unemployment rate: 2.7% 

• Employment growth rate:  1.10%   

• Percent of traded employment in strong clusters: 19.94%  

 

Cluster portfolio 

 

As well as being at the center of the music industry, Nashville has seen impressive growth in the white-

collar sector. The number of jobs in finance grew from just over 50,000 in 2012 to about 67,000 today 

and accounting and legal jobs have also seen a marked increase. A thriving tourism industry has further 

lead to leisure and hospitality employment growth of approximately 4% per year. However, the city 

now faces labour shortages that have contributed to slower growth. Indeed, according to the federal 

Bureau of Labour Statistics, Nashville's expanding job market enjoyed 4% growth between May 2016 

and May 2017 (more than any other metropolitan area with 1 million or more residents) while this 

figure dropped to 2.1% between June 2017 and June 2018. Lastly, although it consistently ranks in the 

top 40 when considering the size of employment in traded clusters (as shown on the graph), it does 

not exhibit high employment specialization which characterizes successful industry clusters. Indeed, 

only its insurance services and automotive industries can be classified as such, as illustrated by the 

green highlight in the figure above.   
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Further analysis 

 

% of employment in traded vs local clusters 

 

MSA Traded Local 
% traded 

employment in 
strong clusters 

Growth 
rank 

Elkhart-Goshen, IN  61% 39% 72% #1 

San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa 

Clara, CA  
53% 47% 86.03% #4 

Midland, MI  45% 55% 40.86% #5 

Provo-Orem, UT  42% 58% 41.45% #6 

Greeley, CO  38% 62% 46.09%  #8 

Austin-Round Rock, TX  35% 65% 62.5% #3 

Nashville-Davidson-

Murfreesboro-Franklin, TN 
35% 65% 19.94% #10 

Bismarck, ND  27% 73% 41.04%  #7 

Bend-Redmond, OR  25% 75% 45.93%  #9 

The Villages, FL  19% 81% 31.05%  #2 

 

 

The two MSAs with the highest percentage of employment in traded clusters are Elkhart-Goshen and 

San-Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara. As the number one recreational vehicle cluster and technology/IT 

cluster respectively, it illustrates the importance of export for their viability. The two MSAs with the 

highest percentage of employment in local clusters are The Villages and Bend-Redmond. This is not 

surprising when considering that the former is a retirement community and that the latter has a large 

tourism sector thereby attaching great value to the provision of services. Bismarck, ND, is narrowly 

third and can largely be explained by the presence of North Dakota’s main governmental and financial 

institutions.  

 

Interestingly, the area with the highest percentage of employment in traded clusters and the area 

with the highest percentage in local clusters are the two areas with the highest growth rate between 

2008-2017. One can therefore imply that they are highly specialized in their respective industries and 

that they are able to take full advantage of economies of scale and knowledge spillovers that the 

concentration of related industries offer. Such positive externalities associated with the workings of 

industry clusters are reflected in their growth rates and are recognized by the academic literature as 

being vital for prosperity.  
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Business opportunities 

Both traded and local clusters provide a wide range of business opportunities for Belgian companies, 

depending on the goods and/or services they want to export to the US. The following table sets out 

the strongest industry clusters, as measured by the location quotient, present in the ten fastest 

growing Metropolitan Statistical Areas. By focusing on these geographical areas, Belgian firms cannot 

only directly benefit from economic opportunities but also tap into the knowledge spillovers and 

external economies of scale present.  

 

MSA Strong industry clusters 

Elkhart-Goshen, IN 
1. Trailers & appliances 
2. Furniture  
3. Downstream metals  

The Villages, FL 
1. Construction products and services 
2. Financial services 
3. Marketing, design and publishing 

Austin-Round Rock, TX 
1. Business services 
2. IT 
3. Marketing, design and publishing 

San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, 

CA 

1. Business services 
2. IT 
3. Education & knowledge creation 

Midland, MI 
1. Upstream chemicals 
2. Printing services 

Provo-Orem, UT 
1. Education & knowledge creation 
2. IT 
3. Marketing, design and publishing 

Bismarck, ND 
1. Hospitality and tourism 
2. Education & knowledge creation 
3. Transport and logistics 

Greeley, CO 
1. Business services 
2. Livestock processing 
3. Oil & gas 

Bend-Redmond, OR 
1. Hospitality and tourism 
2. Wood products 
3. Food processing and manufacturing 

Nashville-Davidson-
Murfreesboro-Franklin, TN 

1. Insurance services 
2. Automotive 

 

 


