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7 FORCES RESHAPING THE ECONOMY
As the historic 2020 U.S. presidential election approaches, the economy continues to rank as voters’ top issue – coming as no
surprise given the unprecedented economic turmoil caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
In this seven-part series of Kenan Insights, we offer a current and in-depth analysis of the findings in our latest report, which
explores the economic challenges and opportunities facing our nation amid and beyond both the election and the pandemic.
The Kenan Institute of Private Enterprise, in partnership with the North Carolina CEO Leadership Forum, has issued Seven Forces
Reshaping the Economy to help decision-makers navigate these critical trends and offer pragmatic solutions to the economic shifts
that are defining our new normal. This week, we look at how the pandemic has altered how and where we work, live, and play,
both now and for the long term.
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found that 26 percent of essential workers have difficulty affording basic household expenses, compared to 17 percent of
nonessential workers.3

Urbanization has been a powerful force in the modern economy and much has been written on the apparent growth of
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Where we shop

Table 1: Demographics of Essential Workers
Currently Employed:
Essential Workers

Currently Employed:
Nonessential
Workers

By race/ethnicity

The pandemic will affect demand for retail space in two ways.
First, the trend away from brick-and-mortar retailing has accelerated. However, there will be a short-run bump in renovations
that facilitate delivery, curbside pickup, and showroom and
customer services. Second, restaurant and entertainment
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Black, non-Hispanic

15%

5%

Hispanic

16%

11%

Less than $40K
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will return once the current health crisis is over. To learn more
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about the changing trends in retail see The Impact of COVID-19
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on Food and Other Retailers.
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By household income

spaces will eventually expand in square footage because of a
new preference for less-crowded spaces.8 Office workers and
other employees also want the amenities that come with living
in or near a central business district (CBD), and those amenities

By education

Figure 1: Monthly Existing Home Sales in the U.S.

Source: KFF.org4

For those who can work remotely, research suggests that
there exists a healthy balance between remote and traditional
work, with many workers wanting to operate in a hybrid model
of at-home and in-office work in the post-pandemic world.5 6
Traditionally, office workers benefit from more frequent ad hoc
interactions, leading to the free flow of ideas and other “soft”
aspects of relationships with coworkers.7 However, organizations will have to adapt to employees’ changing work location

Source: National Association of Realtors9

Where we live

preferences and adopt new technologies that allow for better
connectivity and collaboration in both in-person and virtual

Demand for residential renovation and new-home building was
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strong in the third quarter of 2020, as more people needed the
space to both work and live from home.10 In July, existing home
sales bounced back to pre-pandemic levels (See Figure 1), and
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August saw the third straight month of positive sales gains.11

verely affected even in the long run. That said, there is still a vast
business need for conferences, so new technological solutions

Because social distancing and other health measures are

will help satisfy this demand.

especially difficult to implement on public transportation,

Figure 2: When Do People Expect to Travel for
Leisure?

commuters are shifting away from mass transit toward driving
to work (and thus increased commute times). For those in large
metropolitan areas where driving is more costly, commuters will
tend toward closer housing and even walking or other “personal
transit” options (like bikes and scooters), especially as more cities have improved or increased pedestrian and bike pathways
during pandemic lockdowns.12
Outside of cities, demand is increasing for second homes that
can serve as “escape pods” or part-time work-at-home locations.13 The trend of families with school-age children leaving
urban areas to be near relatives (often aging parents) will

Source: The Harris Poll survey conducted online within the United
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and urban environments now that a vaccine is in sight. New
opportunities in real estate will be outside of dense urban areas

Vacation travel will rebound more rapidly than business travel,

and in new residential construction and renovation.

but the demand will shift toward places where families can easily drive.16 Many travelers will find areas they like and develop

Where we travel
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