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INTRODUCTION

‘Rethinking Regions in Turbulent Times’ was the title of our
editorial at the start of this volume (54) of Regional Studies
(Bailey et al., 2020a). Back in January we had not foreseen
quite how prescient that statement would look just a few
months on. Climate and migration crises have been met by
a rise in populism, which have in turn been most recently
overshadowed by the Covid-19 pandemic and Black Lives
Matter movement. The impacts of the current Covid-19 crisis
alone will be vast as well as spatially uneven. Comparisons
have been drawn between this global pandemic and the global
financial crisis of 200809, although the impact of the former
is likely to be much more profound and pervasive (Turok
et al., 2017). As with the financial crisis (Lago et al., 2020),
although most comparisons in the media have been at the
country level, the spread and impact of the Covid-19 pan-
demic has been regional rather than national. The virus’s
impact has been unevenly distributed geographically, some-
times with greater variation within countries than between
them. In Europe, a small fraction of the 500 NUT'S-3 regions
account for a majority of Covid-19 deaths (Guibourg, 2020).
In Italy, for example, at the time of writing, the number of
fatalities in Lombardy has been much higher than in any
other region, reaching almost 50% of the national total
cases affecting just 16% of the population (Ministero della
Salute, 2020). In the United States, the spread of the virus
has been extremely uneven. The statistics are continually evol-
ving but have ranged from 2000 deaths per 100,000 inhabi-
tants in New York and New Jersey down to slightly more
than 60 in Hawaii (Coronavirus Research Centre, 2020).
The economic impacts are also unfolding unevenly at the
regional level (KPMG, 2020). There is a concomitant call
from regions for tailored responses at the city and regional
level (Bailey & Tomlinson, 2020; Parkinson, 2020).

The current crisis, then, is undoubtedly a regional one,
with important consequences for economies, well-being,
transportation, everyday life, and even the practice and
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publication of regional studies research itself. A regional
analysis is essential to fully understand and manage the
unequal impacts of the current pandemic, not least because
Covid-19 is unlikely to be the last of its kind. This editorial
considers some relevant regional dimensions to set an
agenda for the kinds of research the journal hopes to see
in future, and also with the hope that this academic perspec-
tive can be of assistance if/when another pandemic shock
takes place.

UNEVEN REGIONAL IMPACTS

The economic impact of the pandemic will unfold over a
longer time frame than many recognize at the time of writ-
ing. Comparisons with the global financial crisis may go
some way to convey the seriousness of the pandemic, but
that crisis will undoubtedly pale in comparison (Organis-
ation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 2020a; World Bank, 2020). It is clear that a sig-
nificant proportion of active businesses will fail, but this
failure has — in many countries — been delayed by govern-
ment policies and subsidies. The conditions shaping resili-
ence during and after the financial crisis were similar in
many ways to the factors seen as driving regional growth
and competitiveness in ordinary times. The current crisis,
however, will undoubtedly result in some long-standing
changes in the ways people and firms move and operate.
This could mean that factors which were clear advantages
in the past (such as agglomeration and the possibility of
unplanned interactions) might operate differently in the
context and aftermath of Covid-19.

The development of the Covid-19 pandemic also chal-
lenges prevailing economic thought. Among others, Mans-
field’s (1977) ‘infection theory’ on the diffusion of
technologies suggests that the virus would first arrive and
spread in the largest cities and then trickle down the spatial
hierarchy. In many countries (particularly in Europe),
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however, it is not large, densely populated cities that have
experienced the highest numbers of Covid-19 cases per
capita, but smaller cities in a rural environment where a
‘superspreading’ event occurred (Kuebart & Stabler,
2020). At the same time, New York has so far experienced
the highest excess mortality rate (+251%) of any Western
global city (Financial Times, 2020). It will take some time
to untangle these apparently contradictory spatialities.

Differences in the intensity of the impacts of Covid-19
are evident across regions. These differences are partly due
to the timing of policy responses, and the length and inten-
sity of lockdown and of mobility restrictions (e.g., closing
borders). The OECD has so far produced six comprehen-
sive briefings on policy responses on the topics of cities,
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), tourism,
rural development, and the territorial and multilevel gov-
ernance impacts and challenges of Covid-19 (OECD,
2020b, 2020c, 2020d, 2020e, 2020f, 2020g). However,
the economic problems caused by the current pandemic
tend to be region specific. Economic impacts will vary
with the local industry base and general regional conditions
— as shown by Ascani et al. (2020) in relation to the role of
economic activities acting as vehicles of disease trans-
mission in Italy. This variety is interesting to analyse.
How do regions cope with these problems and why?
What makes regions more or less resilient (Bailey &
Turok, 2016)? National policies will be insufficient to
account for these differences, so a region-specific policy
approach is essential in understanding such issues.

The medium and long-term impacts of this diversified
pattern may be even more dispersed, as the influence of the
pandemic will depend not only on the spread of the disease
but also on its impact on the structure of the economy.
Moreover, the ability to reduce the amplitude and the
economic costs of recession associated with the pandemic
will depend on the availability of policy and financial
tools to implement and support the necessary actions. Of
course, the global economic impact of the pandemic is
due to the combination of an economic and a health cost.
These two costs may be orthogonal, such as when a region
with limited Covid-19 diffusion is heavily reliant on tour-
ism, the most affected sector of the current pandemic
(Djankov & Panizza, 2020).

With international travel bans affecting over 90% of the
world’s population and widespread restrictions on public
gatherings and community mobility, tourism has become
the industry most symbolic of the crisis. Even within the
sector, further analysis is needed because some remote
areas may have experienced additional visitor numbers
because they have been perceived as facilitating social dis-
tancing and can be reached by car rather than public trans-
portation. However, according to the United Nations’
specialized agency, Covid-19 could lead to an annual
decline in tourism of between 60% and 80% when com-
pared with 2019 figures (United Nations World Tourism
Organization (UNWTO), 2020). This dramatic decline
will imply that millions of firms and workers will be at
risk in one of the most labour-intensive sectors of the global
economy. Most importantly, the Covid-19 crisis is bound

REGIONAL STUDIES

to have a devastating and lasting impact especially in
those regions and small countries characterized by a sort
of monoculture of tourism. In this regard, Mooney and
Zegarra (2020), by means of a tourism dependence index,
show that the most tourism-dependent countries have low
or middle income. In other words, these are the most fragile
and vulnerable regions due to pre-existing high levels of pov-
erty and inequality and large fractions of informal workers
and micro-firms. Moreover, these regions feature a relatively
small public sector and tax revenue base with limited fiscal
space and relatively poor institutional settings.

This situation threatens to roll back progress made in
advancing Sustainable Development Goals (SDGes).
Within this scenario, some scholars argue that the global
tourism system should not return to business as usual
when the crisis is over (Gossling et al., 2020; Hall et al,,
2020). Rather, there is an opportunity to reconsider a
transformation of such countries and regions through
planned diversification and a redesign of the tourism sys-
tem, globally and locally, to become more resilient and
better aligned with the SDGs. According to Gossling
et al. (2020, p. 15), this ‘raises a considerable number of
related questions and research needs’ for the tourist indus-
try, policy-makers at the regional, national and suprana-
tional levels, and not least for researchers in regional
studies. Analyses have already begun to appear of the cur-
rent state of affairs and the medium and long-run conse-
quences in both advanced and developing countries and
regions (Boumahdi et al., 2020; Coke Hamilton, 2020;
Del Chiappa, 2020).

It will be longer still until the global evidence base is
sufficient to untangle all the regional impacts. As of July
2020, Latin America was the global centre of the pan-
demic, accounting for 51% of daily global deaths (Financial
Times, 2020) and the excess deaths recorded in many Latin
American regions are among the highest in the world,
especially in Guayas in Ecuador (+276%), Manaus in Brazil
(+152%) and Lima in Peru (+289%). The number of deaths
in Asia and Africa is still relatively very low, but the
reliability of data from many countries is very limited and
there is evidence that many African countries are struggling
to keep up with testing (The Economist, 2020).

In a wide range of countries, interpersonal and interre-
gional inequality has risen over the past 40 years (Autor
et al., 2008; Kemeny & Storper, 2020; Rosés & Wolf,
2018). Many are arguing that the pandemic has, and will
continue to, exacerbated these trends. At the interpersonal
level, evidence suggests that the virus has disproportio-
nately affected the lives of people living in disadvantaged
locations (Williamson et al., 2020), especially minorities.
And assuming the pandemic will unleash a severe and
long-lasting negative economic shock, it will sorely tax
the capabilities of the least resilient people and places.
Here again the regional studies community must leverage
its unique lens on ideas of resilience, carefully considering
the intersection of individual, neighbourhood, sectoral
and regional dimensions of the problem (Boschma, 2015;
Doran & Fingleton, 2016; Fastenrath & Coenen, 2020;
Martin et al., 2016).
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The challenges of inclusion and exclusion are also diver-
gent across different industries. While, to a certain degree,
those in knowledge-based activities can work from home,
those working in more service-based industries or manu-
facturing do not have such opportunities, again with
regional impacts. Meanwhile, those working in smaller
industries that were forced to close during lockdowns in
different countries have been subject to the stresses and
strains of unemployment at one of the most challenging
times in recent decades.

NEW SPATIALITIES OF SUPPLY

For readers of this journal, a fundamental question is how
the pandemic will impact upon the spatial-industrial
organization of value chains. If national and regional econ-
omies seek to streamline the delivery of particular elements
in supply chains, there is the possibility of new manufactur-
ing emerging at the regional scale, and perhaps becoming
most apparent at the urban—regional scale — due to proxi-
mity to markets and labour pools. In short, locations that
have been predominantly the focal point of logistics/distri-
bution, such as suburban locations, may once again come
under pressure to be transformed into new locations of
localized manufacturing.

Over the years, economic geography and regional
studies have developed a rich perspective on value chain
choreography, in which the business approach of commod-
ity and supply chain has become part of geographical the-
ories on global production networks (Neilson et al.,
2014) and ‘strategic coupling’ (Yeung, 2015). A key
theme in the debate is the role of proximity versus distance,
from two perspectives. First, from a trade perspective,
proximity enables value chain flexibility, reliability and
authentication, advantages offset by cost and specialization
benefits accruing from distant sourcing (Wang et al,,
2019). Accordingly, the world has witnessed recent trends
both towards localisation (e.g., reshoring, short-food
supply chains, the maker movement) and globalization
(e.g., further outsourcing, advanced supply chain manage-
ment) (e.g., Rasel et al., 2020; Suire, 2019). Second,
from an innovation perspective, proximity has proven par-
ticularly valuable to enable optimal alignment between all
the stages from research and development (R&D) to mar-
keting. Especially in the latter case, however, proximity can
also take the form of a temporary encounter, assisted by
advanced communication infrastructures (Rychen & Zim-
mermann, 2008). While localized clusters and districts
continue to lead in innovation, they do so increasingly as
specific nodes in advanced knowledge and value chains
spanning the globe, resulting in ever-more intricate con-
figurations and pathways (Martin & Sunley, 2011, 2015).

A subsequent question is to what extent value-chain
spatialities manifest patterns and transformation (localis-
ation, globalization and variants) traceable to certain invar-
iants. Such invariants refer to factors such as buzz versus
pipelines, (related) wvariety, diversification, absorptive
capacity, etc. The systemic search for invariants is juxta-
posed to the search for particularization of underlying

causal factors and systems of innovation (Rutten, 2019).
Taking a more qualitative stance, such perspectives root
regional economic performance in deeper layers of insti-
tutions, governance and culture, conditioning the role
and meaning of proximity and other geographical factors.
As discussed further below, Regional Studies embraces the
contribution of both perspectives. While quantitative
sophistication frequently retrieves, but also nuances, sys-
temic patterns, more qualitative work bears out the differ-
ential and impactful roles of how institutional change and
new forms of governance bring about new forms of value
chain organization (Harrison, 2013; Neilson et al., 2014;
Yeung, 2015).

Against this background, what will be the effect of the
Covid-19 pandemic? At what level will it act and reshape
value chain spatialities? Concerning proximity, Covid-19
has had the immediate effect of seriously hampering the
global circulation of people and inhibiting local encounter
and ‘buzz’. This has exposed the vulnerability of global,
highly specialized value chains such as in the automotive
industry, while it has had less effect on more diverse global
value chains (Ivanov & Dolgui, 2020). Similarly, the need
for social distancing has emptied the meeting places of
science campuses and industrial districts while engendering
a much more lively and effective exchange through online,
digital means. Many of these effects will reduce as the
threat recedes. Nevertheless, two important questions
remain. First, to what extent will value chains turn to
more reshoring and local sourcing now that the risks of
logistical interruption have become more apparent and
real? More specifically, what will Covid-19 mean for cur-
rent trends towards the localisation of food and ‘makers’
chains prompted by aspirations of authenticity and sustain-
ability (Suire, 2019)? Second, to what extent will the online
push triggered by the pandemic irrevocably transform the
role and meaning of proximity and the way value chains
are spatially embedded? In other words, to what extent
can we expect a revolutionary change in the spatial practices
underpinning value chains choreographies — especially
‘Industry 4.0" technologies part of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution — countering decades of standardizing and glo-
balizing value chains (De Propris & Bailey, 2020)?

Two further issues bear on these questions, namely
knowledge and governance. Knowledge processes have
undoubtedly become the main drivers of value chain trans-
formations. Knowledge not only underpins the position of
(clusters of) businesses within value chains; it also affects
the nature of value chains themselves. In a digital age,
value chains increasingly evolve as ‘knowledge platforms’,
manifesting both standardization and differentiation (Yoo
et al., 2012). Here, the rise of online communication can
work two ways. On the one hand, easy, interactive partici-
pation in global meetings, networks and encounters may
increase access to knowledge and open up peripheral access
to value chains. The further proliferation of short food
supply chains presents a case in point, as well as, more
broadly, moves towards ‘open innovation’, ‘open science’
and ‘open strategy’ (e.g., McAdam et al., 2016). Proximity
may thus become more virtual, temporary and network

REGIONAL STUDIES
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based. On the other hand, enhanced competition may
intensify tendencies and tactics to protect knowledge and
reap monopoly benefits from platform dominance. Exist-
ing spatial divides may thus harden. An interesting research
question hence is whether heightened digitalization will
primarily strengthen current tendencies regarding reshor-
ing, access and inequality, or whether the impact will go
further.

Governance, finally, may give rise to expectations and
issues of a more radical nature. In an unprecedented way,
the pandemic has shown the capacity of political, adminis-
trative and business powers to work according to new con-
ditions, missions and perspectives. At a stroke, many
‘invariants’ tumbled and real alternatives abounded. This
brings a message of hope as well as concern. A core ques-
tion is to what extent the governance of value chains and
clusters can be further attuned to a post-neoliberal, mis-
sion-oriented economic perspective (Mazzucato, 2016),
also benefiting from new technology (see below). On the
other hand, a major worry is that these emergency trans-
formations may not be sufficient to break the shackles of
today’s ‘late capitalist’, strongly divided, global political
economy or that they will be overtaken by other, more
destructive tendencies. Besides positive action, the pan-
demic has also shown how rapidly cross-border relations
can be cut, national protectionism can rise and hence
how fragile the conditions are for the ‘strategic coupling’
of territories to wider value chains. Governance issues,
from global regulation to local collaboration and capacity-
building, may therefore present the biggest challenge for

research and action.
THE FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

Technological progress has shaped our economy and
society since the invention of power in the form of water
in mills and steam leading to mechanization and then auto-
mation. A recent lively debate on a wave of new technol-
ogies has started exploring the range of impacts that the
Fourth Industrial Revolution may have on our economy
and society. These new technologies include biotech, nano-
tech, neuro-technologies, green and renewables, infor-
mation and communication technology (ICT) and
mobile communications, 3D, artificial intelligence (Al),
robotics, sensoring, space technology, and drones. The
OECD (2017), for example, points to the revolutionary
change that these new ‘Industry 4.0’ technologies will
have on production, namely the organization, location
and form of production (De Propris & Bailey, 2020).
The efficiency gains of such changes were already being
weighed against possible costs in terms of jobs. There were
also reservations about the advent of Al and digitally
enabled technologies in our daily life. For example, being
waited on by a robot or working side by side with a co-
bot could be both threatening and disturbing. Such scen-
arios seemed far distant in the future, but both the percep-
tion and the adoption of technologies may have been
turned upside down by the Covid-19 pandemic. The
OECD (2020a) found that gross domestic product
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(GDP) dropped between 2019-Q4 and 2020-Q2 by as
much as 23% in Spain, and 21% in the UK, 15% in the
euro area and by 11% in China, 10% in Japan and 6% in
Korea. This was addressed by governments with unprece-
dented income substitution packages and business support
measures that have pushed governments to slip back into
public deficits. At the same time, with many economic
activities closed for at least three months in the first and
second quarters of 2020, businesses in the manufacturing
and service sectors have struggled to remain viable, with
the tourism and hospitality sectors being the hardest hit
as noted.

If 2020 started with a sense of opportunity and opti-
mism, what might be the impact of Covid-19 on public
and private investment in new technologies? On the one
hand, Covid-19 might accelerate the take up of Industry
4.0 technologies such as the use of automation, Al, sensors
and drones so as to minimize risks from Covid-19 and to
localize value chains. On the other hand, the priority to
adopt such new technologies might slip down the list of
priorities for firms which have spent significant resources
just staying afloat. They might now lack the finance and
the drive to take up new technologies as the immediate
economic outlook is so uncertain, with firms struggling
to recover in the context of tepid demand while painfully
aware of the risk of a second lockdown (see OECD,
2020a, for outlook projections with single and double-hit
scenarios).

According to the International Federation of
Robotics (IFR), 2018 was a record year for investment
in robots and it expected an annual increase of 12%
between 2020 and 2022 (IFR, 2019). The level of
investment in 2020 is likely to be very different from
the one predicted. Delaying capital investment in auto-
mation and Al, however, might have significant impli-
cations for the long-term competitiveness of, for
example, European industries. China, Japan and Korea
already accounted for half of robot installation in
2018, followed by the United States and Germany. Stal-
ling the technological upgrading of the European man-
ufacturing base will not only have a significant impact on
its efficiency, but more critically on its ability to trans-
form the associated business model — see the growing
interest in servitization (Bellandi & Santini, 2019;
Lafuente et al., 2019) and customization — and to rede-
sign the value chain; see for instance the use of additive
manufacturing for the making of components at the
point of use (De Propris & Storai, 2019). The ups
and downs of industries mirror the fate of regions
where such industries are located, so there may be longer
term effects of Covid-19 on investment in new technol-
ogies and how industries are reshaped in the future,
which again has implications for regions.

KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION AND
INNOVATION

The innovative performance of a regional economy, among
other things, is determined by the existing stock of
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knowledge, the rate of knowledge production, and the
extent of knowledge spillovers (Caballero & Jaffe, 1993).
The current crisis is expected to have a profound impact
on the latter two, albeit not to the same extent in all
localities.

In times of crises the rate of knowledge production
often slows down significantly. This is mainly a result of
underinvestment in R&D activities, which are generally
high-risk investments associated with potentially uncertain
outcomes (Hardy & Sever, 2020). Paired with a lack of
confidence in future market potential and the need to
shift limited resources to more essential and existing pro-
duction tasks, this leads to a much lower rate of knowledge
production. The global financial crisis of a decade ago
demonstrated that this is a global phenomenon — e.g., as
measured by the production of novel products and pro-
cesses with economic value (i.e., patents) — although it is
also observable that it has a varying degree of impact
based on a specific region’s economic structure, which
results in locally unique knowledge spaces (Bathelt et al.,
2013; Filippetti & Archibugi, 2011). In this context, the
technological coherence and resilience of a place does to a
certain extent determine the severity of shocks to a local
system, and also how long it would take a regional economy
to bounce back to previous levels of innovation, employ-
ment and prosperity (Rocchetta & Mina, 2019; Rocchetta
et al., 2019).

For example, in the present crisis there is a realization
that there has been a chronic underinvestment in the devel-
opment of new vaccines, mainly due to the public good
character of such products that might make it difficult to
reap returns from R&D investments (Abi Younes et al.,
2020). A shift towards increased funding in this R&D
area — most likely at the expense of other sectors — might
benefit some regions over others. In this scenario, regions
composed of a knowledge space (i.e., the relational compo-
sition of the existing stock of knowledge; Kogler et al.,
2013; Whittle & Kogler, 2020) dominated by expertise
in pharmaceutical and biotechnology R&D would benefit,
while regions more heavily invested in other knowledge
domains might see a significant decline in funding towards
knowledge producing activities. Considering that regions
that are heavily dominated by such more advanced innova-
tive activities, such as pharmaceuticals or information and
communication technology (ICT), are also the ones that
are the more well-off compared with other jurisdictions,
these tendencies might result in further patterns of regional
inequalities than observed previously (Rodriguez-Pose,
2018).

The impact of the current crisis on knowledge spillovers
might also be profound, resulting in a significant shift in
the evolutionary trajectories of regional economic develop-
ment pathways (Kogler, 2016; Kogler et al., 2017; Rodri-
guez-Pose &  Crescenzi, 2008). Non-pecuniary
knowledge spillovers, commonly also referred to as knowl-
edge externalities, provide a rationale for constant or
increasing productivity and sustained economic growth
(Griliches, 1979). They are facilitated via various mechan-
isms, but for simplicity let us say they are either non-

pecuniary externalities (where one individual/firm benefits
from the R&D undertaken by another person/entity) or
they are planned and directed (e.g., via collaborative efforts
such as co-invention). If knowledge production slows down
on a global scale, ceteris paribus, so should universal oppor-
tunities to take advantage of non-pecuniary, or pure,
knowledge spillovers.

The current crisis might also have an unprecedented
impact on the context of more planned and directed knowl-
edge spillovers because such activities usually thrive in an
environment characterized by frequent face-to-face inter-
actions (Gertler, 2003). Furthermore, a significant share
of scientific and technological inputs that serve the devel-
opment of innovations is derived from extra-local sources
(Gui et al., 2018). In more recent times, the embeddedness
and reliance of regional knowledge spaces on a wider inter-
regional, national and global innovation system has become
more prevalent, for example, as measured by the significant
increase in international scientific and inventor collabor-
ations (Lee et al., 2019). Thus, if the current crisis requires
social distancing at the local scale, as well as significantly
restricting international travel that usually facilitate tem-
porary but much needed face-to-face interactions between
knowledge-producing individuals, opportunities for pure
knowledge spillovers to occur will be considerably inter-
rupted. Whether less innovative regional economies may
suffer disproportionately from these developments (as
they are most likely to rely on knowledge spillovers from
outside their respective territories) will be an interesting
research question.

CLIMATE CHANGE

The Covid-19 emergency has brought some positive effects
on the environment so far. The lockdown measures
imposed around the world to limit the spread of the virus
have reduced mobility, economic activities and consump-
tion and, in turn, have reduced energy demand, the use
of fossil fuels and CO, emissions. Global energy demand
declined by 3.8% in the first quarter of 2020, with the lar-
gest fall in March when countries in full lockdown experi-
enced an average 25% decline in energy demand per week
(International Energy Agency (IEA), 2020). Yet, while
global demand for coal, oil and natural gas have fallen by
8%, 5% and 2%, respectively, in the first quarter of 2020
renewables have registered a growth in demand of 1.5%
relative to the first quarter of 2019. This has led to a
decrease in global CO, emissions of 5% in the same period
(IEA, 2020). These positive environmental effects are
unevenly distributed across space. Emissions have declined
the most in the regions where restrictive measures have
been adopted the earliest and in the most industrialized
and densely populated regions. Of course, these positive
effects are just short term.

The long-term effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the
environment are far more unclear. Before the pandemic,
the climate emergency was a high priority on policy
agendas around the world. For example, in December
2019, the European Commission outlined the Green
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Deal with the ambitious aim to make the European Union
climate neutral by 2050. Yet, in the aftermath of Covid-19
public priorities have shifted towards the health emergency
and the resulting economic crisis. The long-term effects on
the environment and climate change depend, therefore, on
how long-lasting and deep are the shifts in individual beha-
viours, business practices and government actions occurring
during and after the pandemic. Positively, the European
Commission has proposed a recovery package that aims
at relaunching economies while maintaining the Green
Deal at its core. Nevertheless, Hepburn et al. (2020), in
their survey involving 231 experts from G20 countries,
find that across all the rescue and recovery measures under-
taken in G20 countries, only 4% of such policies are ‘green’,
with the potential to actually reduce long-run greenhouse
gas (GHG) emissions, 4% are seen as ‘brown’ and likely
to increase net GHG emissions beyond the base case,
with 92% ‘colourless’, meaning that they maintain the sta-
tus quo.

In this scenario, the role of regions appears pivotal.
Changes in work, business and mobility practices can
have heterogeneous environmental effects on different
regions, where most urbanized and industrialized regions
can gain the most. While coordinated policy actions at
the supra-national and national levels are essential to
cope with health, economic and environmental challenges,
region-specific policies also need to be implemented to take
into consideration regional heterogeneity and the uneven
spatial effects of Covid-19.

RECONCEPTUALIZING THE URBAN

The idea of dense cities as a virtuous form of social and
economic order is a central idea in the broad field of
regional studies, which has been featured, debated and
challenged during the Covid-19 pandemic. Under normal
circumstances, cities’ human density and diversity means
they are considered nurseries for innovations that power
economic growth. As noted, repeated face-to-face contact
is held up as a superior means to share new and hard-to-
codify ideas, which acts in part as a counterweight to
high living costs. At face value, at least, Covid-19 has chal-
lenged this logic, with some of the densest world cities see-
ing high numbers of cases of the virus. As Nathan (2020)
suggests, we now inhabit ‘the upside down’. Regardless of
whether the high levels of infections in cities are due to
urban form — including population density, their role as
global transport nodes, their specialization in service-
oriented work (Economics Observatory, 2020) — or other
factors, questions have been raised about how we value
our present highly urbanized way of life. This has impli-
cations too for the conceptualization of city-regions,
which are increasingly recognized as an important scale
for planning and development (Axinte et al., 2019).

This is made even more complex by the forced changes
in how city work gets conducted. At the time of writing,
public life is slowly reawakening in some places — though
this process is highly uncertain and geographically uneven.
Yet, our shared global experiment in telecommuting will
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surely have some effect on our urbanized world. While
the extremes yield both cries of ‘the end of cities’ and assur-
ances of a complete return to normal, the truth will likely be
found somewhere in a middle ground. Employers have new
insights into the transaction costs involved in remote work-
ing. To begin to answer the question of what will continue
to be done in person in a post-vaccine world, we might
spatially reinterpret Coase (1937): only those activities for
which the benefits of face-to-face contact outweigh the
costs may continue to be face to face. Benefits and costs
are hard to measure here — they surely stretch beyond
firms’ short-term bottom lines and may well involve
much experimentation by employers. This could mean a
world that looks quite similar to the one we lived in during
2019 — or it might mean something vastly different. This
uncertainty is fertile terrain for the regional studies com-
munity to explore in the coming years.

The short-term impact of Covid-19 has seen the rolling
out of what are, at face-value, temporary infrastructural
transformations throughout cities, and particularly in
Europe and North America. Many of these transform-
ations revolve around the insertion of temporary bike
lanes and additional pedestrian space, and switches away
from mass public transport. A major question here is the
degree to which Covid-19 can be seen as a key moment
or juncture in a long-game of urban policy-making that
stretches at least back to the 1970s. Not only are these
insertions reflective of the battles over space that have
taken place in recent decades, but also it is possible that
many of them may become permanent, or at least may
change the ways in which space is distributed within the
public domain of cities. This raises some interesting ques-
tions about the politics of place. Not least of these is the
relationship between these interventions and the economic
dynamics of contemporary cities, with the promotion of
bike-lane infrastructure and the development of pedestrian
spaces reflections of the promotion of image-making strat-
egies revolving around creativity and innovation from the
early 2000s onwards. In short, while seemingly short-
term and emergent overnight, Covid-19 has acted as a cat-
alyst to promote ideals that have long been desired among
specific groups of policy-makers and urban residents.

In as much as the aforementioned development of bike-
lanes and pedestrian spaces is focused upon central spaces,
and particularly spaces of consumption in central areas,
there are also several contradictions around central spaces
that have emerged through Covid-19. One of the most
striking of these is the emergence of working from home
as an option among technology companies such as Face-
book and Twitter (as well as many universities). That
these arrangements are now being prolonged into the
future raises several interesting potential outcomes.
While, for example, the promotion of density and associ-
ated forms of interaction has been a key attribute of the
contemporary knowledge-based economy (Wang et al,,
2019), the encouragement of working from home presents
significant challenges to it. What, for example, now
becomes of central spaces as focal points in an economy
that promoted face-to-face engagement as a key element
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in the development of innovative outputs? Here, questions
emerge as to how individuals, companies and other organ-
izations can mimic face-to-face engagement at a distance
and ensure productivity is maintained. Questions also
emerge as to the socio-spatial implications of such a shift.
While gentrification has been long associated with an
emergent ‘creative class’, the increased potential of working
from home may present new forms of socio-spatial
arrangements that challenge existing arrangements in
neighbourhoods across the urban region. This also has sig-
nificant implications for the use and provision of office
space, with a consequential knock-on effect on the real
estate industry in different locations.

RESEARCH PRACTICE

As a community, there is also a need to expand our under-
standing of the potential long-run consequences of the
impact and spread of Covid-19. Recent studies have
offered new evidence of the lasting effects of historical pan-
demics on economic growth (Carillo & Jappelli, 2020;
Jorda et al., 2020), while regional perspectives have
shown that localized historical and health shocks may
reveal persisting effects for human capital as well as insti-
tutions (Fritsch et al., 2019; Percoco, 2016; Voigtlinder
& Voth, 2013). In this sense, data from previous pandemics
and comparative studies may offer complementary insights
on potential structural changes and localized sectoral trajec-
tories beyond short-run effects of the current crisis.

Likewise, evidence from novel sources of quantitative
micro and big data may provide a more nuanced and gran-
ular view of spatial dynamics as represented by established
measures of economic activity. To this end, Chetty et al.
(2020) have offered interesting insights on the opportu-
nities offered by high-frequency anonymised data from pri-
vate companies to track real-time changes in business
activity, employment and local demand at different geo-
graphical levels. Data from social media have been used
to explore separately the role of social networks and popu-
lation density on the diffusion of Covid-19 (Kuchler et al.,
2020), while mobility data have allowed researchers to
model international (Wu et al., 2020) or interregional
transmissibility of the virus as well as capture changes in
urban behavioural patterns (Morita et al., 2020). More
broadly, new sources of data might improve regional now-
casting methods in the context of Covid-19 and provide
additional tools to disentangle its impact on interregional
connectivity as well as intra-region agglomeration effects
across heterogeneous sectors as opposed to generalized
density at the local level.

The effects of the arrival of Covid-19 on the research
process of scholars who study cities and regions will rever-
berate for years. Much work in regional studies involves, in
part or in its entirety, methods and approaches that directly
engage people in the places where they live and work. It
studies the operations of firms, institutions and networks
as they conduct business and engage in the complex pro-
cesses of innovation and governance (Christopherson &
Clark, 2007). It measures and analyses the ways in which

they maintain continuity and also subtly change (Clark &
Bailey, 2018; Clark et al., 2018).

There is nothing subtle about how Covid-19 has
arrested such research. In-person interviews, site visits
and fieldwork were all unceremoniously suspended when
the lockdowns and quarantines began. And, even in the
moments of ‘phased recovery’ or ‘staged re-openings’ the
cross-border travel and international collaboration that
characterizes the work of comparative regional studies
remains limited or entirely suspended. Universities and
other research institutions have issued guidance that rec-
ommends alternative modes of enquiry even if all methods
of primary data collection are not completely restricted. All
of which pose important questions for how we conduct
regional studies research while equally reminding us of
the need as regional researchers to ask questions of the
institutions and the sector in which we work as we do of
other sectors of the economy, and society and politics
more generally (Harrison & Turok, 2017).

And so, in these times, it becomes crucial that research-
ers both think and talk about how they conduct urban and
regional research in an age of social distancing and face
masks and in which the exceptional is now ordinary. It is
not only that how researchers conduct research is changing
but also what they are observing, and analysing, is
changing.

One alternative is to revert to quantitative work, relying
on data sets collected and generated at a safe distance, ana-
lysing what was measured before Covid-19. Indeed, track-
ing the magnitude of the impacts of Covid-19 and the
measures taken to combat and contain it is important.
And, in some cases, the direction of the change is not
entirely known or understood, for example, the unexpected
rise of telecommunications stocks and remote technology
platforms contrasted against the volatility of oil futures
and erratic pricing of food and paper goods. The extent
of distributed global supply chains and the return to loca-
lized production networks might disrupt sectors from man-
ufacturing to farming.

Regional studies has never been a discipline with a
single methodological hammer viewing every research
question as a nail (Lagendijk, 2006; Markusen, 1999).
The regional world is bigger than that (Harrison, 2013;
Macleod & Jones, 2007; Storper, 1997). Although for
regional studies, as with its cognate disciplines, long-stand-
ing methodological debates rarely reach consensus, there is
some clarity that methods should be tailored to the research
question and that different questions benefit from different
approaches (Hudson, 2003; Lagendijk, 2003; Markusen,
2003; Peck, 2003). We study variation, and we expect to
see variation in the modes of analysis selected (Harrison
et al., 2020).

In these times, the qualitative work of regional studies
will take longer as projects are delayed and deferred. The
temptation, especially for early-career scholars and stu-
dents, to pivot away from primary data collection and
towards existing data sets will be significant. This drive

towards existing data series will privilege particular modes
of analysis. The ability to see what the shock of Covid-19
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reveals about our world and its varied impacts among and
between places and industries will require all of the meth-
odological tools that have taken decades to debate and
develop. This is not the time to pull back from that project
but to push forward.

Nothing is easy about a global pandemic. The research
of regional studies will not be easy either — but it is impor-
tant. Regional studies in particular has a set of tools tailored
to understanding the spatial (re)distribution of economic
activities when exposed to significant shocks (Lovering,
2001; Martin & Sunley, 2015; Pike, 2009) and responses,
and critically encompasses place leadership (Beer et al.,
2019; Sotarauta, 2018; Vallance et al., 2019). Those tools
are needed to tell this story and identify what matters for
the recovery from the pandemic and the regional policies
required to bridge the gaps in regional systems, networks,
institutions and governance revealed by Covid-19.

There are also calls for policy responses to the impact of
Covid-19 to ‘build back better’, and the regional studies
community will have much to contribute in terms of
debates over, for example, green new deals, climate change,
sustainable transitions (Gibbs, 2018), governance (Dodds
et al.,, 2020; Fastenrath & Coenen, 2020), the role of
state intervention and place-based industrial strategy (Bai-
ley et al., 2020a), as well as regional inequalities and ‘level-
ling up’ in the context of the ‘geography of discontent’
(McCann, 2020) — this not least because of the importance
of place-based regional policies rather than ‘one-size-fits-
all’ approaches to regional planning (Morrison & Doussi-
neau, 2019). The drive for universities to contribute to
their regional economies places higher education insti-
tutions in an important position in these debates (Benne-
worth & Fitjar, 2019) as anchor institutions (Bailey et al.,
2020b).

PUBLISHING REGIONAL STUDIES

The scholarly publishing industry has been affected by the
Covid-19 pandemic in many of the same ways as other
industries. Publishers as well as their suppliers around the
world, such as typesetters, moved their operations to
home working. The dispatch and delivery of printed pub-
lications became difficult when some countries suspended
their postal services and impractical when higher education
institutions temporarily closed. These factors taken
together led large publishers to pause their printing oper-
ations, most of which are again operational at the time of
writing. This may accelerate and complete a long-antici-
pated move away from printed journals in favour of
online-only publications.

On the editorial side, the editors, reviewers and authors
of journal manuscripts became additionally pressed for time
due to caring and schooling responsibilities, personal health
matters, and the challenge of moving teaching and examin-
ation materials online at short notice. The pandemic only
serves to highlight the interdependence of scholarly publi-
cations and the higher education community: submissions
across many journals spiked in the second quarter of 2020;
queries increased from authors wishing to know the status
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of their manuscripts; and editors, reviewers and journal
administrators worked hard to keep the peer-review process
moving while balancing other increasing demands on their
time.

The pattern of submissions to journals has also been
rightly subject to attention. At the same time as identifying
increasing submissions, some journals and repositories have
noted that there has been a shift away from submissions led
by female authors who are understood as shouldering a dis-
proportionate share of personal caring and pedagogical
responsibilities at home and work (Amano-Patifio et al,,
2020; Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS), 2020; Scott,
2020). Graduate student and early-career parents with
impending revision deadlines have similarly been dispro-
portionately affected by the difficulties of coordinating aca-
demic responsibilities and childcare as schools closed
around the globe. The Regional Studies Association and
Taylor & Francis will be helping the journal’s editors to
monitor these potentially uneven impacts on Regional
Studies.

The geographical impact of the virus has been uneven
across the world, and in the Global North is understood
to have impacted Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic
(BAME) communities more than their White counterparts
(e.g., Women’s Budget Group, 2020). Reductions in uni-
versity budgets are further likely to impact female and
BAME scholars since they are also overrepresented in pre-
carious work. In particular, those junior researchers who
depend on new publications and research to secure employ-
ment have to bear the extraordinary brunt of the impact.
Not only are writing and publishing made more difficult
by lockdown or ‘shelter-in-place’ orders, but for some,
research has been completely upended by the impossibility
to conduct studies that rely on travel, field data or qualitat-
ive work with human subjects. These dimensions have the
potential to exacerbate existing inequalities in higher edu-
cation and in scholarly publishing. The Black Lives Matter
movement has reminded the world about persistent, sys-
temic inequality in government, society and workplaces.

Journals and their communities therefore need to be alert
to the challenges of improving representation in their pages,
not least since publishing continues to be tied to academic
career progression. Remaining alert also entails recognizing
that journals can have a crucial — if circumscribed — role in
mitigating the negative impacts on research caused by the
pandemic, particularly for those more vulnerable to its
effects. This can entail prioritizing support over productivity
in the publishing process, and consequently altering our
expectations from all parties involved.

Regional Studies welcomes research from all of its com-
munity as our shared world faces the collective challenges
brought by Covid-19, so that we can address not just the
current crisis but those that we will face in future. At this
time, it would also like to thank all its editors, reviewers
and authors for their continuing support, patience and
commitment at this time. The journal is here to support
its community and also recognizes that it is reliant on the
time and collaborative effort of so many people around
the world.
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