
CHAPTER 14

Urban Advantage? Sustainable Consumption
andOntological Cityism Across the Urban

Hierarchy

Lin Lerpold and Örjan Sjöberg

Setting the Scene

Campbell’s (1996) influential thoughts on “green cities, growing cities,
just cities” have been lauded for their clarity on the trade-offs inherent in
any project of sustainable urban development and “plac[ing] the power
relations of a capitalist society front and center” (Miller, 2015, 109).
Yet his “3 Es” of ecology, economy and equity have been criticised for
being too limited (e.g. Godschalk, 2004; Hirt, 2016), that it risks turning
growth into an end rather than a means (Næss, 2001), and that it indeed
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“remains firmly grounded within the structures and resource allocation
mechanisms of late capitalism” (Miller, 2015, 110).

However, its core question, “what should we sustain?” (Campbell,
2016, 390), is as relevant as ever. It highlights the conflicts inherent
in pursuing different sustainability goals and the inevitable futility of
trying to reach that elusive sweet spot of an optimal outcome—without
giving up on the all-important quest of getting there. The fact that the
urban planner’s triangle has a counterpart in Barbier’s (1987, 104) three
intersecting circles of biological, economic and social systems goals—
today typically styled as environmental, economic and social sustainability,
respectively—that offer a similar level of conceptual clarity and still more
effective visual communication, does not make the truly sustainable any
less elusive.

Also disregarding the recent observation by Purvis, Mao, and
Robinson (2019) to the effect that the three pillars of sustainability appear
to lack a properly worked out theoretical rationale, at least in part this
elusiveness stems not only from the need to compromise across objectives,
but also the slipperiness of language. Sustainability, as used in politics and
academic writings alike, is at once both an absolute state and a process,
at times a promise of moving in the direction of the fully sustainable.
However, as Rees (2012, 247) has noted, “modern cities as presently
conceived are inherently unsustainable”, an observation that runs up
against the parallel claim that economic progress is linked to the supe-
rior productivity of the most densely settled points in geographical space
(Glaeser, 2011; Jacobs, 1969). The urban agglomeration’s importance
to economic growth, in turn seen as a necessary condition for achieving
socially equitable outcomes (“the big dilemma” as Haavelmo & Hansen,
1992 style it), works against any reconsideration of the role, nature and
impact of urban consumption and production, no matter how desirable
such a rethinking might be.

Thus, even as we will fall seriously short of reversing the laws of ther-
modynamics on which Rees (2012) builds his argument, or achieving
any form of a “misty-eyed vision of a peaceful ecotopia” (Campbell,
1996, 297), if we are to make our cities and towns more sustainable
we need to assess the sustainability dimensions of urban living, including
the consumption and production that goes with it. This chapter and
the companion one that follows address these issues—the one setting
sight on sustainability outcomes across systems of urban centres and
the complexities of drawing boundaries for assessment, and the other
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(Lerpold, Sjöberg, & Tang, 2020) focusing on the intra-urban dimen-
sion and trade-offs between the 3 Es of it all. As we start with the
inter-urban dimension, the consequences of positive agglomeration effects
would appear to favour larger and more densely built urban environments
over those that are smaller and are less effective in making use of the space
at hand. However, this conclusion is not as straightforwardly simple or
self-evident as it might seem. The very notion of the city, its boundaries
and its impacts within and beyond those boundaries weigh in on that.

Achieving Sustainability: Urban Advantage?

In the popularising literature à la Jacobs or Glaeser, high density and
proximity are identified as a major source of benefits, including with
respect to resource use. From the pioneering work of Marshall (1890:
Bk 4, Chapter 10) onwards, this is an idea that has found much favour
in the specialist literature in urban economics and economic geography
(Combes & Gobillon, 2015; Glaeser & Gottlieb, 2009; Hanson, 2001;
Hoover, 1937; Puga, 2010; Rigby & Essletzbichler, 2002; Scott &
Storper, 2014; Storper & Venables, 2004; Sveikauskas, 1975). Cities
allow for a number of agglomeration advantages such as more efficient
labour markets, greater innovative capacity and related expressions of
superior knowledge exchange; additionally, suppliers (e.g. of producer
services) are more likely to be readily at hand. Such positive externalities
enhance capacity utilisation and reduce the cost per unit of production.
Sustainability scholars often share similar sentiments, and for a reason
(Satterthwaite, 1997). Not only do new approaches to urban design “hold
promise for a significant reduction in environmental impact” (Newton,
2011, 1; also e.g. Joss et al., 2015; Larco, 2016), on a priori grounds we
may also expect that cities as they exist have a number of advantages that
make them more “efficient” from a sustainability point of view than less
densely populated places.

The most prominent of these advantages allowing for a relative decou-
pling of growth and environmental impacts relate to the use of space—less
land per capita—and to the lower cost of supplying physical infrastruc-
ture in transportation, energy, water and sewage. Hence, investment in
systems that enhance sustainability become a more attractive proposition,
all else equal. Furthermore, material recycling might be more effectively
promoted—the waste heat of one activity for instance, might become an
input to another. Public transport makes more economic and practical
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sense while walking or biking as mobility options are likely to be facil-
itated. High density and a large population also combine to make the
sharing economy, however conceptualised, a more practical proposition.

Yet a priori expectations do not necessarily translate into unambiguous
outcomes on the ground. Empirical results do, however, suggest that
productivity and income vary with density or the size of towns and cities,
the functional regions they are part of (e.g. labour market regions as
delineated by commuting patterns) or the degree of market access, and
do so in a systematic fashion that favours larger centres over smaller ones
(Bolton & Breau, 2012; Fallah, Partridge, & Olfert, 2011; Korpi, 2008;
Wheeler, 2004). Indeed, rapidly expanding literature on spatial sorting
offers indirect support for the idea that in terms of efficiency, the larger
the better (e.g. Eeckhout, Pinheiro, & Schmidheiny, 2014; Glaeser &
Resseger, 2010; Glaeser, Resseger, & Tobio, 2009; Mion & Naticchioni,
2009; Venables, 2011; Wheeler, 2001). While this literature points in
the direction of the need to take differences in education, labour market
experience, size of employing organisation and a host of similar factors
into account when urban sustainability is assessed, it can be thought of as
reflecting the benefits to be gained from increasing size and density.1

However, to substantiate the claim with respect to sustainability that
the larger and the denser the better, we need to assess empirical results
as they exist. Although there is a wide range of studies representing a
variety of traditions, not all of which are immediately comparable with
respect to scope and outcomes, the inter-urban perspective allows us the
privilege of setting out from one standard approach that provides for
assessments that often can be compared across samples and settings. This
is the use of power or scaling laws, which affords a benchmark against
which outcomes in the form of elasticities can be compared across city
sizes in an entire urban system. As will become apparent, however, and in
spite of claims that such approaches can be extended to a “unified theory
of urban living” (Bettencourt & West, 2010), it runs up against a number
of problems that may serve to undermine the seemingly straightforward
empirical observations and conclusions that appear to follow. Seen from a
sustainability point of view, glitches as they exist, turn out to be of some
consequence.
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Not in Isolation: The Fallacy

of Ontological Cityism

A significant issue in discussing whether urban areas are more or less
sustainable than rural ones, is how sustainability is assessed or, more
specifically, where the boundaries are drawn for assessment. Popular
frameworks within sustainability assessment such as Life Cycle Analysis,
Cradle-to-Cradle and Circular Economy have significantly influenced how
we measure sustainability impacts by a product or service’s life from incep-
tion to recycling. Thus, rather than the spatial dimension of consump-
tion impacts within a geographically bounded area as a determinant of
measurement, boundaries are instead drawn along the whole life cycle of
a product and service irrespective of where they are spatially incurred.
For instance, combining the post-Westphalian nation-state world order
with global climate change concerns has resulted in so-called “method-
ological nationalism” (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002), whereby carbon
footprints (CF) are measured nation-wise, for instance where the CO2
emissions are produced or where they are consumed as separate accounts.
Though most developed nations have greened their own economies by
moving production, they have offshored much of their own consumption
emissions to developing nations where the emissions are incurred and
measured. The non-profit Global Footprint Network has long brought
this issue to the fore where per capita footprints based on consumption
have shown how the rich, per capita, are responsible out of proportion
for worldwide emissions. The recognition of this measurement issue can
also be understood in the UN Paris Climate Accord (2015) where the
developed nations promised economic assistance to developing nations
to support developing nations’ climate action work, including the recent
COP 25 meeting in Madrid (2019) which was considered by most to
have failed because of measurement controversy between states. The
complexity of measurement beyond and between nations has also found
increasing national support, as can be seen for example in Sweden’s
first official statistics within the environmental accounts framework (SCB,
2019), where the environmental pressure due to the production and
consumption of goods and services by industry, households and the public
sector in Sweden and abroad are included.

The failure to consider such effects beyond the city limits can be
thought of as a case of “ontological cityism”. Not to be confused with the
kindred notion of “methodological cityism” used as a means to critique
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the “near-exclusive analytical lens for studying contemporary processes
of urban social transformation that are not limited to the city” (Angelo
& Wachsmuth, 2015, 20) said to prevail in urban political economy, we
are instead concerned with the arbitrary empirical assessment of sustain-
ability impacts within and across individual urban, and urban and rural,
boundaries. To illustrate, using life cycle or an extended value chain assess-
ment of environmental impacts, though emissions within the city limits
from electric vehicles or biofuel buses may seem low, the emissions of the
production of the vehicles, especially if produced with coal-based energy
in a more peripheral or offshore manufacturing area, may be very high.
Moreover, there are trade-offs between emissions within city boundaries
and other negative externalities in production along the extended value
chain of, for instance, electric buses versus diesel buses from the effects
of battery production significant to global warming, carcinogens, ozone
depletion and eco-toxicity (Cooney, Hawkins, & Marriott, 2013). Thus,
as production has moved down the urban hierarchy—a form of spatial
“settlement-size, industrial sorting process” (Moriarty, 1991, 1573), well
known to economic geographers—or simply been shifted abroad, local
consumption levels may not have been similarly affected. On the contrary,
both continued demographic urbanisation and spatial sorting by educa-
tion and incomes suggest that the issue of measuring impacts beyond the
city gates has become increasingly salient. In the same way as production
and consumption are geographically decoupled and go beyond national
or city borders, so too does ontological cityism serve to camouflage
the impacts between and within the rural and the urban, indeed across
different tiers of the urban hierarchy.

Perhaps Not Parasitic, but Do

Urbanites Consume More Than Others?

While Jacobs (1969) may have proposed, wrongly, that urban areas once
gave rise to agriculture rather than the other way around, at least since the
ancient Greek writer and poet Hesiod it has often been held that urban
settlements lived off the surrounding countryside. Today, the dominant
view is that instead of being parasitic, it is a symbiotic relationship: the one
presupposes the other. Indeed, the distinction between rural and urban,
although still meaningful to many, has been argued to be of little analytical
utility (e.g. Dymitrow & Brauer, 2018; Thisse, 2014). This might be so,
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but the higher level of incomes characteristic of settlements at the upper
tiers of the urban hierarchy do potentially make a difference.

Thus, early on the originators of the notion of ecological footprints
applied it to modern cities (Rees, 1992; Rees & Wackernagel, 1996).
Translating the national average per capita footprint to its urban equiv-
alent of course puts the area “appropriated” in stark contrast to that
actually occupied by any given city. Mere density will see to that, but
it says little about whether the per capita imprint would be greater or
smaller than for the same population dispersed over wider areas. In other
words, that observation does not allow us to draw the conclusion that it
is the quality of being urban itself that results in a larger footprint than
that generated by non-urban areas.

On the contrary, as noted in the previous section, a substantial body
of research indicates that cities have a distinct advantage from a sustain-
ability point of view compared to less densely organised forms of human
activities. Bettencourt and West (2010, 912) thus suggest that

doubling the population of any city requires only about an 85% increase in
infrastructure, whether that be total road surface, length of electrical cables,
water pipes or number of petrol stations. This systematic 15% savings
happens because, in general, creating and operating the same infrastructure
at higher densities is more efficient, more economically viable, and often
leads to higher-quality services and solutions that are impossible in smaller
places. Interestingly, there are similar savings in carbon footprints—most
large, developed cities are ‘greener’ than their national average in terms of
per capita carbon emissions.

In short, “[b]igger cities do more with less” (Bettencourt & West, 2011,
44). Claims like these issue from the literature on urban scaling. It
helps shed some light on how size and sustainability impacts correlate.
Although short on explanations except at the most general level (Pumain,
2012; Pumain, Paulus, Vacchiani-Marcuzzo, & Lobo, 2006)—it puts
things down to complexity and self-organisation (Bettencourt, 2013)—
any systematic deviation from pure allometric growth of population or
other urban indicators can be taken as a sign of increasing or decreasing
returns to urban scale (Batty, 2013, 38–43; Nordbeck, 1971). If elastic-
ities are above 1 (often labelled super-linearity), we will have decreasing
returns to scale: resource use expands at a higher rate than does popula-
tion growth. Conversely, elasticities below 1 (sub-linearity) are indicative
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of economies of scale in resource use and the savings mentioned in the
quote above are a tangible result of such processes.

According to research in this tradition, the provision of infrastructure,
energy use, pollution and a host of related indicators are observed to
display such sub-linear scaling (Bettencourt, Lobo, Helbing, Kühnert,
& West, 2007; Facchini, Kennedy, Stewart, & Mele, 2017; Louf, Roth,
& Barthélémy, 2014; Zheng, de Beurs, Owsley, & Henebry, 2019),
implying lower use per capita as size increases. Part of a pattern and set of
principles that stretch far beyond the study of the urban (e.g. West, 2017),
positive agglomeration effects thus help us economise on resources and
we would be better off concentrating activities to a greater extent than is
typically the case today. As such, the urban environmental footprint might
increase, but as assessed on a per capita basis across a full urban system or
national economy, the change is beneficial as less is needed to sustain the
population at a given level of consumption.

Results like these have not gone unchallenged and it is not only a
clash between those who think in terms of relative improvements and
those who maintain that sustainability is an absolute entity that requires
more than mere tinkering at the margin. This is so as a lower level of
resource use per capita at a given point in time does not necessarily
imply less consumption in the aggregate or as assessed over time. The
critique can essentially be summarised by a few observations. First, as
already noted, urban resource use often overlooks the urban areas’ use
of resources beyond the confines of the city itself (e.g. Seto et al., 2012).
Making use of “functional cities” (i.e. delineating the urban territory on
functional rather than administrative grounds) as Bettencourt and Lobo
(2016) propose might represent an improvement but does not solve the
underlying problem. Second, the qualitative nature of that resource use
may differ across settlement sizes in systematic ways, as has been docu-
mented with respect to the stocks and flows of building materials (Gontia,
Thuvander, & Wallbaum, 2020). Third, the higher incomes that higher
productivity is likely to generate do not go unused. While some of the
higher incomes are likely to be absorbed by the higher cost of housing
that more expensive land implies, there is still a distinct possibility that
higher incomes also translate into higher levels of consumption. (And
they do translate into higher rents for some people.) Fourth, the very
fact that urban areas are diverse should be taken into account, in partic-
ular if they differ systematically across the urban hierarchy (for instance
because of a division of labour along the lines of comparative advantage).
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Hence, or so Thisse (2014, 807) argues, the idea of cities being “scaled
versions of one another” sits uneasily with the common observation that
cities differ among themselves. As it happens, so formulated, this final
piece of critique does not quite hit its target, as also those in favour of
an allometric approach to urban growth are often clear about the quali-
tative changes that come with increased size (e.g. Batty 2018: Chapter 4;
Youn et al., 2016). It is rather, in addition to finding those indicators that
do actually scale linearly with urban size and those that do not (Arcaute
et al., 2015), an issue of identifying causality and attributing it properly.

These three lines of critique all contain arguments of principle (e.g.
that city size is an endogenous variable as people are attracted by the
higher incomes, a division of labour across urban centres implies differ-
ences in the structure of production), but empirically the results can often
go both ways. Therefore, we should take care not to draw wide-ranging
conclusions from case studies or research on individual city systems. Yet
some problems are quite common. Thus, as for the first point, studies
using scaling laws almost invariably only account for local resource use
and do so for the most practical of reasons: data availability. One of few
studies that does not so confine itself, is a study of the water footprint of
65 large and mid-sized US cities that also includes water used in prod-
ucts “imported” for urban consumption, indicating that the footprint is
sub-linear in character (Mahjabin, Garcia, Grady, & Mejia, 2018). To the
best of our knowledge, this is a rare example. Unfortunately, not least
because it would otherwise suggest that positive sustainability returns to
scale could have been had, it goes against the grain of a vast array of
case studies that suggest that while there are indeed gains to be had from
increasing size, this is not necessarily true for all forms of consumption
(Lerpold et al., 2020).

It should be noted, though, that in addition to the difficulties in
measuring extra-urban impacts of urban consumption, there are other
problems in using power laws and scaling, in particular, as indicators
or phenomena are for the most part assessed one by one. Thus, Louf
and Barthélémy (2014) suggest that if a prime negative externality that
almost invariably increases with size, that of congestion, is taken into
account, the results are often reversed. Other studies conducted at levels
of considerable detail argue that there are good reasons to tread care-
fully and to avoid claims of universal validity (e.g. Arcaute et al., 2015;
Cottineau, Hatna, Arcaute, & Batty, 2017; Keuschnigg 2019; Pumain &
Rozenblat, 2019; Schiller, 2016). It is after all “particular industries, and
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commercial and industrial enterprises […] and middle and upper income
groups with high consumption lifestyles” (Mitlin & Satterthwaite, 1996,
30) that account for most of the negative environmental impacts; it is
their spatial distribution that matters. It thus boils down to what cities
are used for and whom they attract. And as a corollary of the hierarchical
spatial sorting observed, it would not come as a surprise if cities impose
an environmental burden out of proportion.

There are a number of studies that suggest this is indeed the case. In
addition to the claim by IPCC in its 2014 assessment report that there
is a wide agreement that “a high proportion of global greenhouse gas
emissions are generated by urban-based activities and residents” (Revi
et al., 2015, 538), Folke, Jansson, Larsson and Costanza (1997) estimate
that the overall “ecosystems appropriation” of 700+ major cities around
the globe is higher than that of the rest of the world, that is, implying
above average per capita impact from consumption in those cities. This
is consistent with more recent work on megacities that notes that per
capita consumption of energy, water and other resources are either in
line with or higher than their populations would warrant, yet may well
have smaller growth rates relative to urban GDP (Kennedy et al., 2015).
Although not always unambiguous as to their empirical results, studies of
urban metabolism also tend to find increasing per capita flows of energy
and materials, both over time and with increasing size (e.g. Facchini et al.,
2017; Kennedy, Cuddihy, & Engel-Yan, 2007).

As for greenhouse gas emissions, many join Stern (2007, 517) in
noting an out of proportion contribution of urban areas. Expressed differ-
ently, outsized CF appear to be spatially concentrated, with larger cities
being over-represented. Although several of these cities are located in high
CF countries and are reasonably in line with the national average, it is
noticeable that large cities in low CF countries tend to be more similar
to their counterparts in the former set of countries (Moran et al., 2018;
compare the meta-study by Rybski et al., 2017). As is also true in studies
on urban metabolism, the findings are not fully unambiguous, but on
closer inspection studies such as Dodman (2009) that find cities to have a
CF below what mere population size would suggest, often use production
data (e.g. energy use in local transport and housing heating and cooling
loads, as in Brown, Southworth, & Sarzynski, 2009), as indeed one would
expect of studies relying on the Global Protocol for Community-scale
Greenhouse Gas Emission Inventories (Fong et al., 2014). Also, Satterth-
waite (2008, 539), who argues that “the contribution of cities to global
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anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions is often overstated”, including
as asserted in the Stern Report, suggests that many urban areas as sites of
production or high-level consumption lifestyles do figure prominently in
the statistics. To the extent that the pronounced carbon inequality found
in many studies (Chancel & Piketty, 2015; Hubacek et al., 2017; Raval-
lion, Heil, & Jalan, 2000) reflect the impact of individuals living in major
cities, these findings converge on the same realisation: unequal consump-
tion and the differences in incomes that underpin it is key to addressing
both environmental and at least parts of the social sustainability problems
humankind faces.

The above critical observations clearly indicate that the social must be
an important consideration in any attempt to understand developments;
it cannot be reduced to environmental concerns (important as these are)
or mere technical relationships. This is particularly so if it is to serve
the end of formulating policy aimed at achieving sustainability. Thus, the
ecological E of the 3 Es needs to be set in its societal context, while the
other Es, like environmental, deserve to be taken seriously in their own
right—and in combination. In this context it is worth noting that the
allometric approach to assessing inter-urban differences does lend itself
to studying social phenomena as well. Bettencourt, Lobo, Strumsky and
West (2010) use this approach to examine per capita scaling of wealth
(or income, rather), innovation (measured as patents) and (violent) crime
across US cities, arriving at the conclusion that also for these phenomena
the same type and magnitude of super-linearity is present. (For innova-
tion, Bettencourt et al., 2007 appear to use a wider range of indicators,
e.g. number of inventors, R&D establishments, private R&D employ-
ment, all super-linear in character, if to varying degrees.) That result is at
least partly replicated by Hanley, Lewis and Haroldo (2016) for crime and
for property transactions in England and Wales, even though some types
of crimes were sub-linear in character (and those that were super-linear
varied considerably as to their allometric exponent).

It is of course open to debate whether these represent the “meaningful
urban metrics” necessary for policy that Bettencourt et al. (2010) call for;
the very fact that the indicators used are arbitrary in the sense of not being
derived from theory should give rise to reflection. This is especially so as
when a richer set of indicators is being used (as in the British study), the
outcomes vary quite considerably. Although such variation is most useful
analytically, it serves to erode the point that larger or denser is better.
Already a result suggesting that violent crime scales super-linearly at about
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the same rate as does innovation or income is a step in that direction, and
we should perhaps start thinking about the sustainability trade-offs that
probably are an inevitable characteristic of the urban condition.

As it happens, although there is no consensus as to such trade-offs,
some results appear robust. In line with modelling efforts (e.g. Behrens
& Robert-Nicoud, 2014), empirically city size and density correlates
with inequality: the larger the city, the more unequal it is (Baum-
Snow & Pavan, 2014; Castells-Quintana, Royuela, & Veneri, 2020;
Combes, Duranton, Gobillon, & Rouxe, 2012; Glaeser & Gottlieb, 2009;
Haworth, Long, & Rasmussen, 1978; Stich, 1999). The precise sources
of this pattern, however, are not equally well established. Wages (as a
reflection of productivity differentials), land rents and capital gains from
real estate in expanding urban areas are among the candidates. Others
may include firm size, the level of affluence (higher levels correlating with
higher inequality, see e.g. Lee, Sissons, & Jones, 2016), and the effects
of globalisation or the “new transnational economic geography” as Sassen
(1996, 206) has it.

Conclusion: The Need for Opening the Black

Box of Urban Consumption and Production

In short, we find two sets of empirical studies that arrive at distinctly
different conclusions. At least in part, these differences can be put down
to the data used and the assumption, prevalent in allometric studies, that
population size alone is decisive. In turn, the inconclusive arguments over
whether cities contribute more or less than their population numbers
would suggest, underline the need to look at the contexts that individual
urban systems afford. This includes the particulars of the various compo-
nents of urban living, be it transportation, housing or demand for the
countless types of consumer goods available in modern society. Add to
this, as already noted, the specialisation across urban centres (including
the “outsourcing” of negative externalities to other locations) and we
find that impacts should also ideally be assessed by all consumption rather
than by local production and local direct consumption alone. Taking a
cue from Beck (2010) and other influential social theorists, this is equally
relevant to social sustainability: the narrow focus implied by what we call
“ontological cityism” should be replaced by one where global impacts are
assessed—also as they might issue from individual localities or countries.
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This is all the more important as any rebound effects as might result
from the savings implied by sub-linearity or the higher incomes that
come with improved productivity are as likely as not to be registered
well beyond the city boundary (Greening, Greene, & Difiglio, 2000).
Thus, by way of an example, while higher densities allow for better public
transport, it does not follow that the number of private cars per capita
necessarily are fewer or see less use. Pecuniary savings might translate
into changes that serve to erode sustainability, as for instance energy
savings effectively can be cancelled out as consumers avail themselves
of “[t]urning lights into flights”, as one study illuminatingly phrased
it (Chitnis, Sorrell, Druckman, Firth, & Jackson, 2013). Likewise, the
better access to various amenities does not necessarily reduce the urge to
fly off on weekend breaks to other major urban centres. Smaller and more
expensive living quarters is not necessarily equivalent to less material spent
on rebuilding or renovation. Nor, for that matter, does it imply a more
equitable distribution of housing as such. Examples can be multiplied.

In the companion chapter (Lerpold et al., 2020), we turn our atten-
tion to issues of sustainability as they play out at the intra-urban level.
Such an approach will not only allow for a more detailed picture, but also
one that is potentially closer to the explanations sought for the variegated
outcomes observed. It also allows for a closer look at social sustainability,
an area of inquiry where the use of scaling laws appears less appropriate
methodologically. As indicated by phenomena such as spatial sorting and
differential productivity, it is not population size and density alone that
set larger urban centres apart from the smaller ones or their surrounding
countryside. Inequality, we have already noted, correlates with city size
and density. This alone warrants that inter- and intra-urban effects are best
approached in tandem. Add to this the potential environmental conse-
quences of an inequitable distribution of resources and welfare both across
and within cities, and it becomes clear that sustainable urban consump-
tion and production is not quite as straightforward as a very visible part
of the literature would have us believe.
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Note

1. Note, though, that sorting over policies across local level jurisdictions—i.e.
sorting in the Tiebout (1956) sense—is a distinctly different phenomenon
that may well, as law and economics scholar Schleicher (2010: 1511) notes,
“have an inverse relationship” with agglomeration effects.
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