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Research Question: How have traffic congestion patterns in Houston over the past two decades 

influenced residents' attitudes towards car ownership, commuting, and alternative transportation, 

and how do these attitudes differ across various neighborhoods? 

 

 

Traffic in Houston has emerged as a defining characteristic of urban life in most cities, 

specifically in Houston. As the fourth largest city in the United States, Houston has experienced 

significant population growth over the past two decades, resulting in many issues regarding 

transportation and mobility. The decentralized nature of the city means that people often have to 

commute long distances to work. This congestion not only affects the daily routines of residents 

but also shapes their attitudes toward car ownership, commuting methods, and reliance of 

alternative transportation methods. Understanding how these traffic congestion patterns influence 

residents’ perspectives is crucial for planners, policymakers, and the overall community who are 

seeking to increase the overall wellbeing of the Houston residents. As residents navigate their 

commutes, they are often confronted with long wait times, increased fuel prices, and other car 



issues. Because of this, many residents find themselves questioning their use of personal vehicles 

and turning to other methods of transportation. This research paper focuses to answer the 

question: How have traffic congestion patterns in Houston over the past two decades influenced 

residents' attitudes towards car ownership, commuting, and alternative transportation, and how 

do these attitudes differ across various neighborhoods? By looking at these dynamics, this study 

will reveal the details of residents’ experiences with traffic congestion and provide insight into 

how this affects/shapes the residents’ attitudes. Ultimately, this analysis will contribute to a 

deeper understanding of how traffic patterns can inform future transportation policies and urban 

planning efforts in Houston. 

  

 Traffic congestion has increasingly become a critical issue in urban centers worldwide, 

with far-reaching economic, environmental, and social implications. The economic costs of 

congestion are substantial, resulting in billions of dollars in lost productivity annually, as delayed 

commutes reduce the efficiency of the workforce. A report from the Texas A&M Transportation 

Institute (Schrank et al., 2019) notes that congestion leads to wasted fuel, increased vehicle wear 

and tear, and heightened costs for businesses dependent on transportation. Environmental 

consequences are also significant, with idling vehicles contributing to higher levels of air 

pollution and greenhouse gas emissions, exacerbating the global climate crisis. Socially, traffic 

congestion imposes psychological burdens on city residents, resulting in increased stress, fatigue, 

and a diminished quality of life as people spend more of their day sitting in gridlock rather than 

engaging in productive or leisure activities. 

 



In Houston, these issues are particularly pronounced. As one of the fastest-growing cities in the 

U.S., Houston’s rapid urban expansion has outpaced infrastructure development, placing 

immense pressure on its road networks. Schrank et al. (2019) highlight that Houston frequently 

ranks among the most congested U.S. cities, with residents spending an average of 75 hours per 

year stuck in traffic. This figure has only risen as the city's population grows and suburban 

sprawl extends further from the city center, forcing residents into longer commutes. As a result, 

traffic congestion has become a daily reality for many Houstonians, influencing how they think 

about mobility and their dependence on cars. Beyond the inconvenience of longer commutes, 

research suggests that traffic congestion is reshaping attitudes toward car ownership and 

transportation choices. Litman (2020) argues that as commuting becomes more time-consuming 

and stressful, residents in highly congested areas are increasingly considering alternative 

transportation options. In cities like Houston, where driving has traditionally been the default 

mode of transportation, some residents are now exploring options like public transit, ridesharing, 

or even telecommuting as ways to mitigate the frustrations associated with gridlock. According 

to Litman, the more frequent the congestion, the greater the incentive for residents to reduce their 

reliance on personal vehicles. This shift reflects a broader national trend, where urban congestion 

has led to a growing interest in multimodal transportation solutions, including biking, walking, 

and public transportation systems. However, this shift is not uniformly experienced across all 

communities. The extent to which residents embrace alternative transportation often depends on 

neighborhood-specific factors, particularly socioeconomic status and infrastructure availability. 

Glaeser and Kahn (2004) suggest that wealthier neighborhoods tend to have better access to 

public transportation networks, dedicated biking lanes, and walkable spaces, making it easier for 

residents to adopt alternative modes of transportation. In these areas, the transition away from car 



ownership is often facilitated by the availability of resources that reduce dependence on personal 

vehicles. For example, affluent neighborhoods may have better connections to Houston’s 

METRORail system or more comprehensive bike lane networks, enabling residents to commute 

without facing the constant hassle of traffic congestion. 

 

In contrast, lower-income neighborhoods often face structural barriers that limit their 

transportation choices. These communities may be located farther from public transportation 

hubs, lack safe biking and walking infrastructure, or suffer from inadequate funding for transit 

improvements. As a result, residents in these areas may have fewer alternatives to driving, even 

though they experience the same—or greater—levels of congestion. Glaeser and Kahn (2004) 

emphasize that these disparities reflect broader patterns of urban inequality, where access to 

reliable, efficient transportation is often tied to wealth. Consequently, while traffic congestion 

affects all Houston residents, the ability to adapt and seek alternatives varies greatly depending 

on the resources and opportunities available in each neighborhood. These findings highlight the 

complex interplay between traffic congestion and transportation attitudes in Houston, 

underscoring the need for transportation policies that consider the unique needs of different 

communities. While some residents are increasingly looking toward alternative transportation as 

a way to escape the gridlock, others remain dependent on cars due to a lack of viable 

alternatives. This divergence in experiences suggests that any solution to Houston’s traffic 

problems must address the infrastructural and economic inequalities that shape how residents 

navigate the city. 
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