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Rust to Riches: Cleveland’s Stall vs. Columbus’s 
Success  
By: Ian Cameron & Quynh Nguyen1 
 

leveland and Columbus reside as Ohio’s two biggest cities by population within their respective 
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs). During the 19th and early 20th centuries, Cleveland thrived due 
to its location, industrialization, and steep population growth, fueled by manufacturing. Meanwhile, 
Columbus lacked the geographical advantages that drove Cleveland’s economy, hindering its ability to 

match Cleveland’s prior economic success. Columbus, still maintaining a large manufacturing presence, diversified 
its economy to encompass governmental and educational industries as well. Nonetheless, both cities relied heavily on 
manufacturing, accounting for 44% of all jobs at its peak in Ohio. However, globalization, which has increased 
competition from nations with lower labor costs, automation, which has boosted productivity and reduced the need 
for human labor, and outsourcing, have all contributed to declines in manufacturing’s share of employment. 
Cleveland’s manufacturing share dropped to 11.2%, while Columbus’s dropped to 6.4%. While these declining trends 
have ignited Cleveland’s fall from prominence, Columbus has flourished by seizing new opportunities (Shkurti & 
Stewart, 2017). 

Figure 1. Share of manufacturing employment in Cleveland versus Columbus 

 

Since 2000, Columbus, mentioned as being “the fastest growing city in the U.S.” (Chang, 2024), has experienced 
remarkable growth in total population and employment: 33.5% in population (1,619,514 to 2,162,066 persons) and 
22.6% in all employees (933,700 to 1,154,000 persons). Conversely, Cleveland has experienced a steady decline in 
total population and employment: -3.9% in population (2,147,948 to 2,063,132 persons) and -7.5% (1,135,900 to 
1,062,300 persons) (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024; U.S. Census Bureau, 2024). 

  

 
1 Thank you to Professor Mark Schweitzer and Yanett Chimeless 
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Figure 2. (left) Total non-farm employees in Cleveland versus Columbus; Figure 3. (right) Population index for 
Cleveland versus Columbus 

 

Two leading drivers behind Columbus’s recent booming economy and growth are the Columbus Partnership and the 
Columbus-Franklin County Finance Authority. The Columbus Partnership, a nonprofit, member-based organization 
of CEOs from Columbus’ leading businesses and institutions, launched “Columbus 2020” aiming for 150,000 net new 
jobs, securing $8 million in new capital investment, and increasing per-capita income by 30%. By 2014, the region 
added 85,000 net jobs, increased its per-capita income by 11%, and attracted $4.5 billion in capital investment. In 
2019, “Columbus 2020” evolved into “One Columbus,” targeting 60,000 new jobs, $3.3 billion in annual payroll, and 
$10 billion in investments. Furthermore, the Columbus-Franklin County Finance Authority (CFFA), established in 
2006, provides financing solutions for economic development projects in Columbus for all sectors. Through over $4.5 
billion in bond financing and over $5.7 billion in investments, the CFFA has successfully fostered business creation 
and expansion, new jobs, and contributed to the fastest-growing city in the U.S. (CFAA, 2024).  

Cleveland’s fall from prominence can be attributed to its lack of shovel-ready land and the disconnect between job 
access and employment. Companies have continuously approached Cleveland’s City Hall regarding the availability 
of shovel-ready land for relocating their operations. However, the answer is always no, according to Councilman 
Anthony Hairston (Rascon, 2023). The lack of green fields and space in the area causes companies to set their eyes 
on developing cities like Columbus where business is easy. Furthermore, inverse relationships between job access and 
employment rates in Cleveland metro areas have worsened the city’s challenges. In a national study done across 96 
metro areas, a positive relationship of 0.05 existed between job access and employment rates. However, Cleveland’s 
metro area presents a negative relationship of -0.27, emphasizing neighborhoods with higher rates of job access 
experience lower employment rates and vice versa. Mismatches between job opportunities and the workforce, limited 
impact of transportation initiatives, and underrepresentation of black workers are to blame (Fee, 2021). 
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Figure 4. Industries Index for Cleveland versus Columbus 

 

Comparing the industry-specific “all employees” growth between the two cities, Columbus stands out with impressive 
positive markers across key industries: 90.2% in health and education, 51.32% in professional, scientific, and tech, 
11.8% in finance, and 16.2% in mining, logging, and construction. Conversely, Cleveland’s trends have fluctuated, 
recording modest growth and decline across the same industries: 37.8% in health and education, 11.2% in professional, 
scientific, and tech, -2.9% in finance, and -11.8% in mining, logging, and construction (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2024). 

Since the fall of manufacturing, economic challenges display the divergent trajectories between both cities, with 
Columbus flourishing through effective initiatives and adequate investing while Cleveland struggles with issues of 
land availability and employment disconnects. 
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