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The American West has experienced rapid population 
growth in recent years. In 2020, when the entire nation 
was engulfed by the pandemic, the population influx did 
not slow down. This article looks at population growth 
in the Intermountain West and how an already divided 
society saw a widening gap between sectors as some 
businesses, particularly in the service industry, closed 
while “Zoom Towns”  (Potter, 2020) thrived. While this 
pattern of growth will likely continue, inclusive planning 
and coordinated growth management are critical so 
people in the region can maintain harmony without 
compromising community wellbeing, environmental, 
and other social and economic opportunities. 
Otherwise, low-income working-class people and 
struggling sectors during this pandemic will continue to 
be marginalized. However, with an eye to social justice, 
equity, diversity, and inclusion, the “New West”  could 
become a template for the digital era.

Growth Story in the American West
The mythos of the American West is closely tied to 
farming, ranching, mining, and other productive/
extractive industries, but over time the region is 
increasingly defined by a post-industrial, service-sector, 
and amenity-based economy. This transition has been 
thought of as the shift from the “Old West”  to the 
“New West”  (Krannich et al., 2011; Winkler et al., 2011). 
The New West experienced phenomenal population 
growth. For example, between 1980 and 2020, Idaho 
alone experienced a population growth rate of 94.8%, 
while the rest of the country grew by 46.3% (US Census 
Bureau, 2021). 

This growth has been fueled by proximity to high-quality 
natural amenities, as well as the relatively low-cost of 
living. Adverse environmental impacts, such as wildfires 

and summer heatwaves, appear to have also influenced 
peoples’ decisions to move to various destinations 
in the amenity-rich American West (Lenthang, 2020). 
However, this growth comes at a cost. In recent years, 
people in the American West have seen increased traffic, 
road congestion, sprawl, disturbance of vegetation 
cover, along with a negative impact on wildlife, habitat 
fragmentation, and lowered farm output (Ahmed and 
Jackson-Smith, 2019; Esparza and Carruthers, 2000; 
Krannich et al., 2011; Narducci et al., 2019). 

The Shadow of the Pandemic 
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit the United States in 
March of 2020, early localized lockdowns in areas like 
San Francisco and New York quickly spread across the 
country. The repercussions were felt in rural areas as 
businesses closed, tourist travel ceased, agricultural 
products rotted in the fields, and businesses scrambled 
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“With an eye to social justice, equity, diversity, and 
inclusion, the “New West” could become a template 

for the digital era.”



to allow employees to work from home. As the 
pandemic continued, the recovery in the U.S. has been 
K-shaped, where better paid financial and information 
services sectors were not as hard hit and have been 
recovering well, while leisure and hospitality industries 
continue to suffer (Saraiva, 2020). 

This K-shaped recovery hit the emergent economy of 
the “New West”  hard, deepening divisions between 
more affluent newcomers and long-term residents who 
often take service sector jobs as the opportunities in 
farming, mining, and ranching have declined over the 
decades (Graber, 1974; Krannich et al., 2011; Swette and 
Lambin, 2021). In 2020, jobs were lost as businesses 
such as restaurants, barbershops, and small stores 
closed. Since tourism decreased substantially, the 
people who work in those sectors, including small 
business owners, earned less than expected. This has 
compounded the challenges of both original inhabitants 
and the most marginalized. Limited social services 
compromise residents’ ability to meet their basic 
needs (Chan and Taylor, 2020) and the 2020 and 2021 
government stimulus packages, with $1400 relief checks 
and paycheck protection loans, alone are not sufficient. 
During this time, long-term, low-income residents have 
struggled with the rising costs of housing and other 
services (Barnhill, 2020). In Boise alone, rents went up 
39% since March 2020 (Gamboa, 2021), and the housing 
market became more competitive (Mateo, 2021). 

In contrast, high-tech and medical industries have 
experienced exponential growth. The number of people 
working remotely increased 21% during 2020, nearly 
four times the rate in 2019 (National Association of 
Realtors, 2020). This population, as well as retirees, 
faced changes to their lifestyles that nearly all Americans 
faced, like being unable to go out to eat, travel, or attend 
social and religious gatherings. However, high-skilled 
workers and retirees were confronted with only nominal 
changes to their income due to pandemic closures.  

Many high-skilled workers had the opportunity to work 
from home, allowing them to relocate to areas that offer 

a high quality of living and/or affordability (Potter, 2020; 
Thompson, 2021). Cities like Boston, Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, San Jose, and New York City all saw residents 
temporarily or permanently leave (Frey, 2021). Although 
pandemic patterns may be reversing (Schneider, 2021), 
growth rate has been declining in large metro urban 
counties over the last decade (Kolko, 2021).

Seeking a Better Quality of Life During the Pandemic
Eric and Kari had been working as a software engineer 
and a machine learning engineer in the San Francisco 
Bay area, going into the office most days, but working 
fully remotely one or two days a week when the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit in March of 2020. In a matter 
of days, everyone found they had to switch to working 
fully remotely as offices closed. Like many of their 
co-workers, they were ready for the transition, but it 
was not exactly easy as the boundaries between home 
and work blurred. At least in Kari’s case, the office 
planned on reopening as soon as the “short”  lockdown 
was over, but as weeks turned into months Eric and 
Kari realized they could do their jobs anywhere. They 
started looking for places to rent in different cities 
like Seattle and Denver, before ultimately taking a 
six-month lease on a home in Boise, Idaho. Within 
driving distance to California, they could rent a place 
with double the square footage for half the cost. The 
landlord also offered the much-needed flexibility of a 
short-term lease so they could return to the Bay Area 
when the office reopened. But as the closures continued 
and the company Kari worked for saw an increase in 
productivity, her company decided to remain remote 
and not reopen the office.

Rebound in the New West
Anecdotal evidence suggests that this pattern of 
high-skilled jobs becoming more dispersed will only 
continue. Businesses have found that jobs once 
thought incompatible with remote work became more 
productive and are re-evaluating. While jobs may 
become less tied to a physical place, people reside in 
geographic communities. Though cities do not appear 
to be negatively impacted as density lowers, according 
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to Jeff Tucker, a senior economist in Zillow’s in-house 
think tank, for the receiving small cities - rural and 
exurban areas - the rush could be felt as “…a tidal wave”  
(Pulkkinen, 2021). These areas are usually less equipped 
to manage a rapid population influx because they have 
limited planning capacities. The growth narrative often 
overlooks concerns of equity, social justice, and may 
exclude low-income, working-class people in the region. 
Pressures on existing infrastructure, facilities, and 
the social fabric of the community disproportionately 
impact minority and low-income populations (Golding 
and Winkler, 2020).

However, there are reasons to be heartened by this 
growth. Amenity-based growth has offered economic 
opportunities to many rural and small towns, which 
were previously suffering from isolation, poverty, 
declining rural economies, and outmigration (Travis, 
2007). Some evidence shows that affluent new migrants 
bring occupational, organizational, and leadership 
skills, which promote local entrepreneurship, creating a 
greater diversity of employment opportunities beyond 
the service sector (Krannich et al, 2011; Wall and 
Mathieson, 2006). 

Nor are all migrants new. Software engineer Reece 
was from north Houston, Texas. He moved away for 
college, got married, and then started working for the 
company that he has been working with remotely over 
the last five years. Initially, remote work was not an 
option for his wife, but three years ago they returned 
to north Houston. The main reason was to be close to 
their families, but Reece noted, “The community we 
are living in also is really beautiful – lots of trees and 
outdoor running trails.”  While Houston is a large city, 
anecdotal evidence also indicates that some technology 
professionals are able to “return home.”  Others have 

shared how remote work has allowed their companies 
to expand hiring, and thus bringing new opportunities 
to formally disconnected areas. Brain drains and 
outmigration from small towns, and rural areas of 
highly-skilled professionals have historically been a 
challenge for rural America (Carr and Kefalas, 2009), but 
the new frontier of remote work appears to be changing 
that trend.
 
Conclusions:  The Need to Plan for Change 
In the shadow of the pandemic, growing social, 
economic, and health inequalities force us to rethink 
growth. Currently, small towns, rural and exurban 
areas are not equipped to deal with the unprecedented 
scale of population influx and geographical expansion. 
Furthermore, there is a need to address emergent 
social and political divisions, between long-term 
(multi-generation) residents that still keep ties to 
productionist industries like farming, ranching, and 
mining; and remote workers who may be part of a 
non-local company that nevertheless have a place in 
the community. This means host communities in the 
American West need to develop strategies for inclusive 
planning and growth management, which provide 
opportunities, growth, and well-being for all. 

Localized planning can help address emergent 
inequities using appropriate laws and policies. Regional 
and local planning, and growth management policies 
need to be inclusive, placing social justice and equity at 
the center of economic growth and recovery. As remote 
work has become more common, there is a potential for 
a rural rebound, especially if low-cost internet services 
are equitably available; and housing and the cost of 
living remains affordable for both long-term residents 
and new arrivals. 
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“In the shadow of the pandemic, growing social, economic, and health inequalities force us to rethink growth. 
Currently, small towns, rural and exurban areas are not equipped to deal with the unprecedented scale of 

population influx and geographical expansion.”
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