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As we watch the news of our friends and neighbors in New York experiencing a high burden of 

COVID-19 pandemic, it becomes clear that the virus is very localized to the county level. New 

York City makes up 43% of New York State’s population (8.4 million people)1, but it makes up 

57% of the cumulative New York COVID-19 cases2.  

I wondered if we were experiencing the same in Massachusetts, and if Boston (Suffolk county) 

had a higher proportion of cases compared to the population. It does.  

The chart above shows the percent of cases (blue) by Massachusetts county, and the percent of 

the population (cranberry) by Massachusetts county. While Middlesex (towns of Cambridge, 

Framingham, Lowell, etc) is the largest county in terms of population (1.6m), Boston has a 

greater population density. Boston’s (Suffolk County’s) population density is 6221 people per 

 
1 https://worldpopulationreview.com/us-counties/ny/  
2 https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/county-county-breakdown-positive-cases 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/us-counties/ny/
https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/county-county-breakdown-positive-cases


square mile3, Middlesex’s population density is 1817 people per square mile. Simply, it is easier 

to achieve social distancing in places with lower population density.  

To better target policies to control to spread of COVID-19 we need to know how the virus 

discriminates. I wrote on Tuesday 31st March that COVID-19 related deaths are highly 

concentrated in the elderly – people >70 years old make up 88% of the deaths. Highlighting the 

NYC and Boston experience shows that people who live in more congested places are also more 

likely to become infected with COVID-19.  

Cities and high density living then bring with it a host of socio-economic factors relating to 

poverty and the income distribution, education, and race. As we try to make sense of how 

COVID-19 cases and deaths are evolving, it is important to think about pathways, and not 

immediately jump from an observed association to a cause-and-effect conclusion.  

COVID-19 will illuminate the preexisting social disparities that force people to live in densely 

populated areas. However, race, class and income do not determine your likelihood of infection. 

The likelihood of infection is higher if you live closer to someone else, a densely populated area, 

and people who live in densely populated areas (and cannot flee to a sparsely population region 

during this crisis) are more likely to be socially disadvantaged.  

 
3 As a comparison, New York City’s population density is 26,400 people per square mile.  


