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Abstract

This study examines the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on small businesses
in ethnic neighborhoods in Los Angeles. Location data from SafeGraph are used
to analyze foot traffic patterns to restaurants and retail locations in ethnic and
comparison neighborhoods from February through September 2020. The results
indicate an earlier and steeper decline in commercial activity in Chinatown

and, while retail was resilient in ethnic neighborhoods, restaurants suffered
greater declines on average than in comparison neighborhoods. Overall, the
ethnic neighborhoods collectively performed worse than the county as a whole
prior to lockdown and performed no better than the county under shelter-in-
place orders. This study contributes to the growing body of research around

the disproportionate impacts of the pandemic on communities of color and
recommends data-driven policy solutions to inform assistance and recovery
policies and programs.
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Introduction

In addition to direct health impacts, COVID-19 has transformed how people
live, work, learn, socialize, and consume. These drastic lifestyle changes have
reinforced or deepened socioeconomic and ethnoracial inequalities. This is
expected—a key feature of racialized societal structures is the reproduction of
systematic disparities over time (1, 2). However, this result is not inevitable and
public policies can mitigate the reproduction of inequality.

While previous studies have documented the pandemic’s impacts in marginalized
neighborhoods on labor and housing markets (3, 4), we focus on small businesses.
This case study examines whether the COVID-19 crisis disproportionately
impacted local businesses in ethnic neighborhoods in Los Angeles. Answers to
this question provide academic insights on racial systemic inequality and inform
policy interventions. If the disparities are significant, there are profound policy
implications—race-conscious government efforts to address systemic racism are
needed to ensure an equitable economic recovery.

This brief is organized into five sections.

Background provides information on the pandemic in Los Angeles County and
summarizes emerging research on pandemic impacts on minority businesses.

Case Sites describes the six neighborhoods included in the analysis: Boyle Heights,
Chinatown, Leimert Park, Larchmont Village, Sherman Oaks, and Venice.

Data and Methods describes the statistical methods used to analyze the “Big Data”
provided by SafeGraph and StreetLight.

Results presents and interprets the empirical results. We found an earlier and
steeper decline in commercial activity in Chinatown and, while retail was resilient
in ethnic neighborhoods, restaurants suffered greater declines on average than

in comparison neighborhoods. Overall, the ethnic neighborhoods collectively
performed worse than the county as a whole prior to lockdown and performed no
better than the county under shelter-in-place orders.

Conclusion discusses the policy implications. Pandemic assistance and recovery
programs should be data driven and address disparate pandemic impacts on
neighborhoods.
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Background

This section provides information on the temporal pattern of the pandemic, the
resulting shelter-in-place mandates, and the emerging research on pandemic
impacts on minority-owned businesses.

Los Angeles County first reached 100 confirmed COVID-19 cases on March 17,
2020 and has since recorded 270,260 cases and 6,576 deaths as of September
30, 2020 (5). Figure 1 shows the number of daily confirmed cases and deaths
with respect to the timeline of mandated closing and subsequent reopening. The

bottom panel shows the initial surge in daily COVID-19 deaths and a slight decline

until the beginning of July, when the number of weekly deaths spiked.
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Figure 1 - COVID-19 New Cases and Deaths in Los Angeles County
Source: California Deptartment of Public Health

The primary tools to combat the spread of COVID-19 are shelter-in-place
mandates (6) and social distancing guidelines, which have a significant negative
effect on businesses. Governor Gavin Newsom issued a statewide lockdown in
California on March 19 ordering all nonessential businesses to close. By the end
of April, California established a four-stage plan to lift restrictions and reopen
business over the coming months. On May 8, California entered Stage 2 of the
reopening plan, allowing businesses to reopen with modifications for safety.

On May 26, California entered Stage 3, which included opening hair salons and
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barbershops for indoor service. Bars reopened on June 19, even as the California
Department of Health released mandatory face covering guidelines for public
spaces. Then the reopening process began to reverse—on June 26, Newsom
ordered bars closed and then on July 13, reclosed indoor dining and other indoor
gathering spaces. On August 28, Governor Newsom unveiled the “Blueprint for a
Safe Economy,” which established four classification tiers that dictated business
closures and openings by county (7). As of October 2020, Los Angeles County
was classified as “widespread,” with more than seven daily new cases per 100,000
people and greater than an 8 percent test positivity rate. Most nonessential
indoor businesses remain closed (8).

The stay-at-home order reduced movement throughout Los Angeles County. As
shown in Figure 2, the total vehicle miles traveled decreased significantly after the
March lockdown order and did not return to prepandemic levels until July (9).
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Figure 2 - Vehicle Traffic in Los Angeles County (2020)
Source: StreetLight

The magnitude of the economic disruption is evident in the labor market. The
national unemployment rate peaked at 14 percent early in the pandemic and
there were 24.4 million new unemployment insurance claims in March and April
(10). The retail industry alone lost 2.1 million jobs in April 2020 (11).

Small businesses have been hard hit by these forces. The U.S. Census Bureau'’s
Small Business Pulse Survey measures the pandemic’s impact on small businesses
using financial information, reliance on federal programs, and qualitative measures
of well-being (12). From May through August, six out of seven small businesses in
the Los Angeles Metropolitan Area reported that the pandemic had a moderate or
large negative effect on their operations (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3 - Effects of Pandemic on Small Businesses in Metro Los Angeles

(90% confidence intervals shown)
Source: US Census Bureau Small Business Pulse Survey

Figure 4 shows that while there are considerably fewer temporarily closed
businesses in September, a consistent majority of businesses still required some
sort of financial assistance. Over the course of the pandemic, approximately 70
percent of responding businesses have received a loan through the Paycheck
Protection Program (PPP), which is intended to incentivize small businesses

to keep workers employed. The loan can be forgiven if used for payroll costs,

mortgage interest, rent, and utilities (13). However, there are criticisms about the

effectiveness of PPP— the structure favors larger businesses with the resources
and know-how to quickly apply for relief. There is also no evidence that the PPP
has improved small business employment. In the literature, there is a gap with
respect to the impact of the PPP on minority-owned businesses (14).
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Figure 4 - Small Business Assistance and Closures in Metro Los Angeles
(90% confidence intervals shown)
Source: US Census Bureau Small Business Pulse Survey

The emerging research shows systematic racial inequalities as a result of the
pandemic. This is evident in the higher rates of coronavirus infections and deaths
among minorities and low-income persons, who are more likely to be essential
or frontline workers (15). Overall, there have been disproportionate impacts on
minority unemployment rates (16).

Minority-owned businesses had weaker preexisting conditions before the
pandemic, including lack of access to capital and disparities in government
contracting. Prior to the pandemic, Black- and Hispanic-owned businesses were
more likely to be “at risk” or “distressed” (17). A Brookings Institution study
found that banks approved only 29 percent and 50 percent of loans for Black
and Hispanic small-business owners, respectively, compared with approximately
60 percent approval for White small-business owners (18). In government
contracting, the Minority Business Development Agency found “significant
contracting disparities for minority business enterprises (MBEs), pervasive across
different ethnic and racial groups, industries, and geographies” (19).

During the pandemic, minority-owned businesses have seen disproportionate
impacts as compared to White-owned businesses. The number of total active
businesses in the United States dropped by 22 percent from February to April
2020; however, Black-, Latinx-, and Asian-owned businesses dropped by 41
percent, 32 percent, and 26 percent, respectively, compared to a 17 percent
drop in White-owned businesses (4). Businesses in high-contact sectors, such as
accommodation, food services, and retail, are both most affected by COVID-19
and more likely to be minority owned (17).
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The Washington Post reported stories of minority-owned businesses struggling
in Los Angeles (20). Small businesses in Black and Latinx neighborhoods

were struggling under the pressures of gentrification before the pandemic. In
Chinatown, businesses reported a decrease in customers at the beginning of
the pandemic, likely due to xenophobic reactions on the origin of the virus.
This xenophobia has been seen in New York City as well—-the NYU COVID
Closure Study found that ethnically Chinese neighborhoods experienced a
higher proportion of restaurant and grocery closures than other comparable
neighborhoods (21).

Based on the documented disparate impact of the pandemic, we expect two
outcomes:

e Businesses in neighborhoods with non-White ethnoracial associations
remained open longer in the absence of safeguards and lower access to
government assistance.

e Businesses in ethnic neighborhoods experienced deeper decreases in
businesses and were slower to recover as their customer base was more
heavily impacted by the economic slowdown.

We assess the two hypotheses using smartphone pedestrian traffic data from

SafeGraph for six representative neighborhoods in the City of Los Angeles. In the
following section, we provide a brief overview of our choice of neighborhoods and

the specific circumstances they illustrate.
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Case Sites

Los Angeles is often described as a collection of ethnic enclaves. The many

street signs that delineate dozens of neighborhoods based on the communities’
culture create a diverse patchwork of districts. Few of these enclaves, however,
are ethnically homogenous or have fixed boundaries (22). Most have a diverse
population with little relation to the name of the district. For example, Koreatown
and Chinatown are Latino majority and include many ethnoracial groups.

Our choice of neighborhoods is based on the identity label rather than the
composition of the neighborhood. They are places where the businesses, rather
than the residents, are likely to represent the culture. These labels, importantly,
exert influence on how people navigate Los Angeles. Chinatown may not have a
large Chinese population compared to neighborhoods further east in the county,
but the association is unlikely to escape the perception and prejudices of potential
visitors. In contrast, businesses in Larchmont Village, which is a highly diverse
neighborhood, display a high-end, hip orientation rather than ethnic affiliations.

This association between name or reputation is what interests us. We chose six
neighborhoods, three of which are ethnic neighborhoods (Boyle Heights is Latino,
Chinatown is Asian, and Leimert Park is Black) and three of which are comparison
neighborhoods that lack an ethnic affiliation (Larchmont Village, Sherman Oaks,
and Venice). While we use the term ethnic, the neighborhoods in our sample are
not ethnic in the traditional sense. Leimert Park is a majority Black neighborhood
with no ethnic affiliation. The Crenshaw corridor that runs through the area,
however, is the core of the Los Angeles Black community. As such, to anyone
exploring Los Angeles, the area works much like an ethnic enclave. Chinatown has
a clear ethnic identity, but even within our sample, it does not have the largest
Asian population (Larchmont Village does).

While the comparison neighborhoods are in majority White areas, we are not
implying that White neighborhoods lack an ethnic affiliation like the other
neighborhoods. We aim to draw attention to the mechanics people use to make
decisions about cities. People use shortcuts based on incomplete knowledge that
lead to stereotypes and biased decisions. The social stratification of American
society reinforces biases that lead people to treat White neighborhoods as the
norm or safer choice, thus placing them in a different category. It is the reputation
of the neighborhood rather than the demographics that matter. Larchmont Village
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is not majority White, but its location within the Hancock Park area, one of the
wealthiest and whitest in Los Angeles, gives the commercial corridor a specific
reputation.

Gentrification has changed that landscape in recent years. Boyle Heights and
Chinatown have been the target of aggressive redevelopment and many hip
restaurants and attractions have increased the profile of these neighborhoods
as destinations. Leimert Park is in the midst of a similar transition as the Los
Angeles transit agency invests heavily in a rail line in the area. In part, we chose
these neighborhoods because they are not enclaves that serve only the local
community. They draw a diverse population of patrons from the region and
beyond.

The remainder of this section provides a brief background on each neighborhood.

The map in Figure 5 shows the location of each neighborhood based on the Los
Angeles Times definition (23). Within each neighborhood, the map highlights
the location of the main commercial corridor where most restaurant and retail
businesses are concentrated. In addition, Table 1 provides a few descriptive
statistics on the demographics and business environment of each neighborhood.
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Table 1 - Study Neighborhood Demographics

Total % Retail and
Neighborhood Population % Asian % Black % Latino % White  TotalJobs Restaurants

Boyle Heights 93,528 3% 1% 93% 3% 32,231 17%

Chinatown 22,945 34% 15% 34% 14% 13,837 14%

Leimert Park 42,707 4% 59% 26% 7% 9,746 16%

Larchmont 14,651 36% 5% 27% 27% 3,645 10%

Sherman Oaks 73,516 8% 5% 14% 68% 34,456 15%

Venice 36,149 4% 6% 16% 70% 17,645 28%
Boyle Heights

Boyle Heights is one of the oldest neighborhoods in the city and has long been
home to immigrant populations. The neighborhood was specifically designated to
house working-class and immigrant residents in the growing urban area. Jewish,
Mexican, and Japanese migrants were attracted to its location near downtown Los
Angeles to the west and industrial jobs to the south. After the war, segregationist
policies and population growth remade the neighborhood. Jewish people
migrated to other areas while Japanese, Black, and Mexicans resident faced
greater restrictions on residential moves (24). Over time, Boyle Heights lost its
diversity and today is nearly 100 percent Latino.

Boyle Heights is the largest and most homogenous neighborhood in the sample.
The population was more than 90,000 in 2016, with 93 percent identified as
Latino. The large local economy, proximity to downtown, and connection to the
rail transit system have made Boyle Heights a significant hub of activity. Mariachi
Plaza, the location of a Metro station, has become a site of both pushback against
gentrification as well as opportunity for small businesses (25).

Chinatown

While Chinatown lies next to Boyle Heights, the rail lines and the Los Angeles
River create significant barriers between the two neighborhoods. Chinatown was
part of the segregationist architecture of Los Angeles, located east of Los Angeles
to protect the westside against any incursion by non-Whites. The enforcement

of segregation was often violent, culminating in the razing of Old Chinatown to
make way for Union Station in 1933. The destruction of the community also led to
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the creation of New Chinatown a few blocks north, the first Chinatown owned by
Chinese Americans (26).

New Chinatown is a dense and diverse neighborhood. Asians and Latinos each
comprise a third of the population, with the remaining evenly divided between
Black and White people. Like Boyle Heights, the neighborhood’s proximity to
downtown and relatively cheap rents have made it attractive to new residents
and developers. The neighborhood abuts the administrative center of Los Angeles
and many jobs included within its boundaries are attached to those administrative
functions.

Leimert Park

Leimert Park is one of the most important commercial and cultural centers of the
Black community in Los Angeles. The history of Leimert Park is distinct as it was
the only neighborhood to have started as a segregated White area. The historical
center of the Black community in Los Angeles was closer to Boyle Heights, in
South Central, just south of downtown. Leimert Park emerged as the Los Angeles
Black population expanded westward after the repeal of discriminatory housing
laws in the 1960s (27). The area is one of the few majority Black neighborhoods
that remain in Los Angeles, which has seen a shrinking Black population since the
1990s.

Leimert Park anchors the Black neighborhoods in Los Angeles, connecting

the communities along Crenshaw Boulevard. As a result of connecting these
neighborhoods, Crenshaw Boulevard has developed into the primary commercial
area. However, due to the location and decades of underinvestment, there are
fewer jobs in the area relative to its size than in other neighborhoods.

Comparative Framework

For this study, we conduct two types of comparisons relying on difference-in-
difference (changes across time and across study sites). The first is against the
trajectory for the county as a whole, which gives the broadest benchmark to
evaluate the impact of the pandemic on the ethnic neighborhoods. We also
include comparisons with three neighborhoods to provide additional insights.
These comparison neighborhoods were chosen as popular destinations in Los
Angeles that are not dominated by large-scale retail. Larchmont Village stands out
for its diversity— located at the intersection Hollywood, Fairfax, and Koreatown,
the neighborhood is highly eclectic and diverse. Of the neighborhoods in the
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sample, it has the smallest number of jobs. The area is primarily residential and
small businesses concentrate along a section of Larchmont Boulevard. In contrast,
Sherman Oaks is connected to a large employment center at the southern edge
of the San Fernando Valley. The area is divided by the main commercial corridor,
Ventura Boulevard. To the north are dense residential neighborhoods and to the
south lie affluent neighborhoods in the hills. Venice is a beach community that
has retained focus on small-scale shopping districts. The boardwalk is one of Los
Angeles’s famed tourist attractions and Abbot Kinney Boulevard provides a high-
end shopping district.
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Data and Methods

From SafeGraph, we collected the daily number of visits to “places” in Los Angeles
County from January 2019 through August 2020. SafeGraph defines a “place” as a
“location where consumers can spend money and/or time” (28). SafeGraph claims
its dataset is effectively comprehensive for commercial “places,” but the data likely
underrepresent informal businesses, establishments without a fixed location,

and more recently opened “places” (29, 30). SafeGraph “uses a machine learning
model to accurately predict” the industry of each “place,” based on the definitions
in the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) (28). SafeGraph’s
national sample of approximately 10 percent of cellular devices tracks daily visits
to about two-thirds of the six million “places” in its database (31, 32).

The SafeGraph data include 165,882 places in Los Angeles County that were
visited between January 2019 and August 2020. Of these places, 37,806 are
coded as retailers and 25,198 as restaurants. Our analyses exclude establishments
associated with one or more of approximately 6,000 national, regional, and local
brands!. We refer to these excluded businesses as chain establishments. Our
analyses focus on non-chain establishments in the restaurant and retail sectors.
They comprise 141,500 non-chain establishments with 29,570 coded as retailers
and 18,256 as restaurants.

We restrict the sample of non-chain establishments to the six focal
neighborhoods for the main analysis. For each neighborhood, we identified the
block groups with the highest concentration of non-chain establishments. These
form principal commercial corridors and the economic heart of each community.
The corridors vary in size and form (see Figure 5). Figure 6 illustrates the location
of establishments in Boyle Heights and Larchmont Village. Larchmont Village
illustrates a highly linear single street corridor while businesses in Boyle Heights,
a larger neighborhood, are more dispersed between two main areas. While the
analysis relies on the individual “places,” the main measure of activity is the total
number of visits in each corridor within a specified time interval.

1SafeGraph defines a brand as “a logo or branded store which has multiple locations all under the

same logo or store banner.”

ADAFTMONN AOOHIOIHDIIN JO4 ¥3LNID

[EEN
oo



ty MELROSE AVE
H
w —- C‘P\S‘d
2 : :9%_
> E e 1),
5 =2 : A
T s p)
i Lf3 o[k H e
= 1% RO SEWOOD AVE G
11 =il soy .
= & 157 .
'.. 3 T = hj.. - .'o. - .‘.o -
Ml 0
S ey % BEVERLY BLVD o IR ) . O Ul B
2 3‘ e n e,
-HIN
|y :
oo |l = ATapis e
ol =1t i's_ ¢
i 2|3
n: i 4 il R
= s
Larchmont Village Boyle Heights

Figure 6 - Distribution of Businesses

We describe changes over time in commercial traffic during the pandemic and
compare trends between ethnic and comparison commercial corridors. The
outcomes of interest are the percent change in the total number of visitors for
each interval in 2020 from the same interval in 2019 and the trend in activity
from the beginning of 2020 to July 2020. In the case of weekly intervals, we
define the first week of the year as the week beginning on the first business
Monday.

We use Welch two-sample t-tests to determine whether the change in
commercial visits differed between the ethnic and comparison corridors for
each week from February through July. We also use analyses of variance
(ANOVA) to determine whether monthly differences in the change in traffic
were systematically different among the six corridors, regardless of ethnic
or comparison status. We identify which of the six neighborhoods differed
significantly from one another using Tukey’s range test.
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Results

West Coast cities were generally swifter in their response to the spread of
COVID-19 (33). The identification of the first hot spots in the Bay Area and
Seattle in February 2020 spurred an early avoidance of public spaces in many
localities. A similar trend happened in Los Angeles but varied by neighborhood.
Figure 7 shows the trends in activity for retail and restaurants in the county and
six focal neighborhoods. The graphs trace year-to-year changes for restaurants
and retailing. The shading provides a visual representation of the magnitude of the
decline, with darker colors capturing deeper declines. In Los Angeles County (top
panel), visits decreased gradually until early March, when the first official business
closures and stay-at-home guidelines were enacted and a sharp decrease was
registered. While the ethnic neighborhoods followed the general trajectory for the
county, there are also differences.
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Chinatown deviates most distinctively from the countywide trend. It experienced
an earlier and more pronounced decline in activity than any of the other

focal neighborhoods?. This disparity is consistent with anecdotal evidence

of systematic avoidance of Chinese neighborhoods early in the pandemic.
However, Larchmont Village shares this trend and also has a large Asian
population, suggesting the pattern may be a result of greater awareness in the
Asian American community. While we cannot isolate the cause of the decline

in Chinatown, the narrative of avoidance offers one possibility. Businesses in

the area may have been quicker to close and remain closed as suggested by the
flat curve after reopening orders. It should be noted that the observed results

for Chinatown could also have been affected by pandemic-induced changes in
nearby employment and activity centers. Chinatown is close to Union Station and
government operations, which were affected by a collapse in travel and remote
work for white-collar employees.

Leimert Park exhibited a greater resilience relative to Chinatown, but nonetheless
struggled. This African American neighborhood maintained higher activity prior
to closure orders than Chinatown; however, Leimert Park declined more in
contrast to the county and comparison neighborhoods during the early months
of 2020. The lower activity perceptible from the beginning of the year more likely
highlights underlying vulnerability and weakness in the neighborhood during

the early impact of COVID-19. A likely explanation is that a disproportionate
number of business did not have the capital reserve and financial cushion to
weather the initial decline in demand. The outcome during the shelter-in-place
period is unexpected because Leimert Park did not dip as far as the comparison
neighborhoods. (Nonetheless, it did perform worse than the county as a whole.)
One plausible explanation is the residents are more likely to lack alternatives
nearby, making the businesses essential to the community.

Boyle Heights experienced a trajectory closer to Leimert Park than Chinatown.
During the preclosure period, this Latinx neighborhood maintained a higher
level of activity than Chinatown, but did not perform as well as the county and
comparison neighborhoods. Again, this points to the underlying vulnerability and
weakness among many of the businesses in Boyle Heights, which made them
highly susceptible closure because of changes in demand. During the shelter-in-

2While not shown here, the decline in activity in Koreatown was not nearly as early or as deep,
suggesting that Chinatown was particularly hard hit. It should be noted, however, that Koreatown

is more ethnically diverse in its commercial offering than the name suggests.
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place period, the remaining businesses in Boyle Heights fared better some of the
other neighborhoods and performed roughly on par with the county. This may be
due to a spillover effect from nearby large medical facilities (e.g., White Memorial
Hospital) that continued to operate in response to the public-health crisis. Health-
care workers and hospital visitors could have attenuated the decline in demand in
Boyle Heights. While changes in adjacent activities appear to have had a positive
effect in Boyle Heights and a negative effect in Chinatown, they nonetheless
highlight the potential importance of nearby influences on local businesses.

The visual summary in Figure 7 provides an overview of the trends and differences
but does not highlight systematic differences. Table 2 reports the results of
ANOVA tests to analyze differences between neighborhoods. For each month,

we compare the difference in activity for all neighborhoods and, where we find
differences, we highlight significant pairs. The F score is an indication of the
consistency of the difference between pairs. Low scores lacking asterisks show
months where the differences were not consistent enough to set neighborhoods
apart. A high score does not mean that all differences between neighborhoods are
significant. Therefore, the last column (significant pairs) reports pairs that were
different.

Table 2 - Results of ANOVA Test
Source: SafeGraph Weekly Patterns

Month Restaurants Retail
F (ANOVA) Significant Pairs F (ANOVA) Significant Pairs
February 3.38** Sherman Oaks & Boyle Heights* 5.4 Sherman Oaks & Boyle Heights***
Sherman Oaks & Chinatown? Sherman Oaks & Chinatown**
Venice & Boyle Heights* Sherman Oaks & Larchmont Village*

Sherman Oaks & Leimert Park*
Venice & Sherman Oaks**

March 3.19** Sherman Oaks & Chinatown** 5.64%** Venice & Boyle Heights**
Venice & Sherman Oakst Venice & Leimert Park!
Venice & Sherman Oaks***

April 1.72 5.49** Chinatown & Boyle Heights*
Venice & Boyle Heights***
Venice & Sherman Oaks**

May 4.15%* Venice & Chinatown*** 0.87
Venice & Larchmont Village*
June 2.13f Leimert Park & Chinatown 0.52
July 0.98 3.47** Sherman Oaks & Boyle Heights*

Sherman Oaks & Chinatown*
Venice & Sherman Oaks*

Tp <0.1; * p < 0.05; ** p <0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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The restaurant column shows that differences were most significant in February
and May. The results for February highlight how changes in commercial activity
levels before lockdown differed among ethnic and comparison neighborhoods.
Chinatown and Boyle Heights saw an earlier decline as compared to constant
activity levels in Venice and Sherman Oaks. Larchmont Village also shows signs of
early decline, while Leimert Park indicates high activity leading up to closure. The
difference in neighborhoods in May, particularly Venice, is driven by the rate of
recovery after relaxation of closure orders.

Differences were more significant in the retail sector. Sherman Oaks stood out

in February thanks to its high level of commercial activity leading up to closure
orders. After the initial orders, Venice is the most distinctive neighborhood. Venice
and Chinatown experienced the most intense declines in retail activity, but, unlike
Chinatown, the decline was abrupt in Venice. This may be due to the fact that
Venice is a tourist destination and recreational spot, thus more subject to the
effects on these nonessential activities.
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Figure 8 visualizes the comparative change in activity between the ethnic and
comparison neighborhoods over time. The dotted horizontal line indicates

where the change in activity is the same in both ethnic and comparison
neighborhoods. Where the trend line dips below the dotted line, decline in
activity was worse in ethnic neighborhoods than in the comparison group. Over
the course of the pandemic, the trends in Figure 8 are largely consistent with the
narrative provided for Table 2. Despite initial trailing, retail was more resilient

in ethnic neighborhoods, though after reopening orders, retail in comparison
neighborhoods bounced back. Restaurants in ethnic neighborhoods, in contrast,
have struggled. Even though the difference equalized after the initial shock of the
first orders, restaurants in ethnic neighborhoods have suffered greater declines
on average. Only with the latest round of orders scaling back reopening did

the change in activity equalize again. Restaurant and retail traffic in ethnic and
comparison neighborhoods saw different impacts over time; however, the overall
average decline in activity was not definitively different between the ethnic and
comparison neighborhoods over the course of the pandemic.
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Conclusion

This study found distinct trends in pandemic impacts on the study neighborhoods,
which can be described along ethnoracial lines. Ethnic and comparison
neighborhoods experienced different declines during initial closure orders and
different rates of recovery during reopening. While we speculate the causes of
these differences based on anecdotal evidence and economic preconditions, this
study raises further lines of inquiry into the causes and future effects of disparities
in pandemic impacts in ethnic and nonethnic neighborhoods.

One such question is the cause of early, steep decline in Chinatown and
Larchmont: To what extent was early avoidance driven by Chinese immigrants
(suggesting network effects) versus by non-Chinese customers (suggestive of
xenophobia)? These trends could be examined by using other data (such as
StreetLight) that include the origin of customers visiting businesses in the study
neighborhood. Indeed, this approach could be expanded to other neighborhoods
to determine whether changes in business demand during the pandemic is
internal or external.

We surmise that disparate pandemic impacts in ethnic and nonethnic
neighborhoods are a result of economic preconditions and access to capital and
assistance during the pandemic. However, a deeper examination of economic
preconditions of each neighborhood could reveal economic class as a confounding
and contributing factor in pandemic effects. Future studies should examine

the impact of neighborhood economic status before the pandemic on business
outcomes during the pandemic and recovery period.

The pandemic is far from over. This study can continue to track neighborhood
impacts during the pandemic and recovery periods, as well as expand to include
more neighborhoods in the sample. In addition, a more detailed analysis by
businesses sector and subsector could reveal further trends about pandemic
impacts on business type. Further study on individual business effects could
include analysis of businesses surviving in ways that don’t rely on foot traffic or an
examination of business closures and openings over the course of the pandemic.

These results have implications for pandemic assistance and recovery programs. In
the short term, any government assistance program must address the systematic
differences in pandemic impact. A race-blind or even location-independent
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recovery program will be unable to offer assistance where it is most needed. One
broad program cannot meet the specific needs of different neighborhoods. In
the longer term, the reality of these disparate impacts will have a lingering effect
and must be considered in recovery plans. Neighborhoods should be prioritized
for recovery based on the actual effects of the pandemic to promote equitable
outcomes. Elected officials should be aware of the uneven effects and enact
policies that ensure an equitable recovery. Policy analysts should monitor, assess,
and recommend policy based on evidence and results.
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