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Preface

This book is designed for a course in urban economics, the discipline that lies at the 

intersection of geography and economics. Economics is the study of choice, explor-

ing the decisions of optimizing households, firms, governments, and other organiza-

tions. Urban economics places these choices in a geographical context.

•• A household chooses the utility-maximizing residential location.

•• A firm chooses the profit-maximizing production site.

As we’ll see throughout the book, the incorporation of locational concerns into mod-

els of optimization behavior provides important insights into the nature of cities and 

the causes of urban problems such as poverty, congestion, segregation, and crime. 

The geographical perspective also helps us evaluate the merits of alternative policies 

to address these urban problems.

The book is organized into five parts. Part I introduces the field of urban eco-

nomics and reviews six key concepts of microeconomics that are used repeatedly 

throughout the book. Part II explores a variety of market forces that cause firms and 

people to cluster in cities of various size and scope. Part III looks at the spatial or-

ganization of cities, exploring the economic and public-policy forces that determine 

the spatial distribution of activity within cities. Part IV explores the two components 

of the urban transportation system—cars and roads, and public transit. Part V looks 

at local government, exploring the rationale for local government in a federal system 

of government, and taking a closer look at two particular public goods—education 

and public safety.

The text is designed for use in undergraduate courses in urban economics and 

urban affairs. It could also be used for graduate courses in urban planning, public 

policy, and public administration. All of the economic concepts used in the book 

are covered in the typical intermediate microeconomics course. For readers whose 

exposure to microeconomics is limited to an introductory course—or readers could 

benefit from a review of microeconomics concepts—Chapter 24 (“Models of Micro-

economics”) provides a review of the key concepts developed in an intermediate 

course.



viii� Preface

CHANGES FOR THE 9TH EDITION

The text has been thoroughly revised to provide a clear and concise presentation of 

the field of urban economics. While the overall sequence of topics in the book has 

not changed, the changes in individual chapters are substantial and too numerous to 

list. The best way to get a sense of the changes is to consult the Table of Contents.

WEB SITE

The web site for the book www.mhhe.com/osullivan9e has color versions of the maps 

in the book, PowerPoint presentations, and lecture notes.
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