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Density as a Determinant of Highway 
Impacts 
Michael Chernoff, Department of Sociology, Georgia State University 

The effects of superhighways in established residential areas in 23 stan
dard metropolitan statistical areas in nine states are reported. Compari
sons are made between affected and unaffected census tracts for 34 pop
ulation and housing variables by using information from the U.S. Census 
for 1960 and 1970 and from state highway departments. The analysis 
tool is multiple regression, which permits statistical control for tract lo
cation and "history." Regressions were run separately for high- and 
low-density tracts, and housing density was posited as a conditioning 
factor of highway impact. Results indicate (a) substantial differences 
between affected and unaffected tracts in high-density tracts but not in 
the low-density stratum and (b) that despite these differences the high
way impact variable accounts for little of the variance in the dependent 
variable. The latter finding implies that highways are of minor impor
tance in explaining changes in census characteristics compared with gen
eral demographic trends and deliberate policies in metropolitan areas. 

In recent years, there has been increasing concern that 
the construction of public works such as airports, dams, 
office buildings, and highways may have profound effects 
on natural and social environments. Obviously, each 
project is designed to produce at least one environmental 
change, such as damming up water, rerouting a stream, 
prov:j.ding a detention center, or facilitating transporta
tion. In addition to such manifest aims, however, there 
may be secondary effects on the surrounding areas that 
are neither intended nor beneficial. 

For example, a new airport, while improving re
gional and national transportation networks, may affect 
land and housing values close to the facility and may 
create bothersome noise for nearby residents. The po
tential for such troublesome side effects, especially 
from very large projects, lies behind the drive for stud
ies to assess the environmental impacts of such con
struction. 

A concrete manifestation of the current interest in 
impact assessments can be seen in the National Envi1·on
mental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA). Section 102 of NEPA 
requires the relevant federal agency to produce an en
vil"onm ental impact statement (EIS) that discusses the 
likely consequences of a major fede1·ally funded con
struction project (31). An EIS is seen as a tool to aid 
policy makers to make better informed decisions on a 
proposed action and to take steps to eliminate or mini-

mize any harmful impacts likely to result from imple
mentation. 

An EIS is, however, an estimation of the likely con
sequences of a project. These projective statements 
are rarely, if ever, subjected to postconstruction veri
fication. Each project is treated on an ad hoc basis, 
and there is a minimum of information as to what might 
be anticipated on the basis of past experience. What is 
needed to make such assessments more convincing is 
some basic research on the empirical effects of large
scale construction. 

This research provides a description of selected 
types of social impacts that have resulted from the con
struction and operation of multilane, limited-access 
highways in some urban areas. Thus, it is an effort to 
fill a gap in our empirical knowledge of such effects. 
Besides informing the impact assessment process, this 
paper also explores the factors that contribute to demo
graphic change in urban areas. Despite a number oi 
theories of urban morphology and several research 
techniques, only rarely have man-made elements of the 
social environment been treated as independent variables, 
as causal factors in and of themselves (23). This study 
views highways as an impacting agent whose effects are 
reflected in census data for cities. 

LITERATURE ON HIGHWAY IMPACT 

Highways built through residential areas may have a 
variety of impacts. One may conside1· the financial and 
psychological costs to relocated individuals (4, 6, 11, 15), 
the pollution-related effects on those living in proximity 
to the road (5, 7, 12, 20), and of course the benefits to 
highway users:- Thisresearch focuses on the "remain
ing neighborhood," defines and measures the amount 
and nature of change in the characteristics of population 
and housing, and isolates that portion of the change at
tributable to the road. 

Most of the empirical work on remaining neighbor
hoods has dealt with the delineation of neighborhood 
boundaries and not with highway impacts themselves. 
There are many examples of these various approaches 



(8, 9, 13, 14, 16, 21, 22). The most sophisticated effort 
to useaggregate, descriptive data in combination with 
perceptual and behavioral indicators to define neighbor
hoods and develop an index to measure change is that of 
Burkhardt, Lago, and Rothenberg (1, 2). 

But in all these cases empirical evidence of highway
induced change is either lacking entirely or measured 
without the benefit of adequate controls for sources of 
change other than highways themselves. In addition, 
the number of cases involved is typically quite small. 
I will not attempt to do more here than mention the above 
studies and indicate my belief that quantitative data on 
highway impacts continue to be lacking for the types of 
change this study seeks to measure. 

RESEARCH METHODS 

The impact of highways on population composition and 
housing charactel'istics is explored here by using census 
tt·acts as the unit of analysis (27, 28, 29). In all cases, 
comparisons over time are made between equivalent 
geographic areas. A total of 1571 tracts from the fol
lowing 23 standard metropolitan statistical areas 
(SMSAs) are included: Hartford and New Haven, Con
necticut; Wilmington, Delaware; Boston, Fall River, 
Lawrence-Haverl1ill, Lowell, New Bedford, Springfield, 
and Worcester, Massachusetts; Detroit and Lansing, 
Michigan; Newark and Paterson-Clifton-Passaic, New 
Jersey; Binghamton, Buffalo, and Utica-Rome, New 
York; Dayton and Youngstown-Warren, Ohio; Erie, 
Reading, and Scranton, Pennsylvania; and P roviden.ce
Pawtucket-Warwick, Rhode Island. These SMSAs had 
experienced the start and completion of construction of 
new, four-lane-minimwn, limited-access highways 
during the 1960s. Of the 1571 tracts, 284 incurred im
pact (impact is defined here in terms of a tract's 1960 
boundaries having been touched or crossed by a highway 
built during the decade). 

In the equations, the dependent variable is the 1970 
census value for one of 34 descriptive variables for each 
tract. It is this 1970 value we are attempting to "pre
dict." The three independent variables are (a) the 1960 
counterpart of the 1970 descriptor variables inserted 
to provide control for initial differences among tracts; 
(b) a location variable LOC, which indicates the dis
tance of a tract from the center of its SMSA (standard
ized to control for absolute differences among SMSAs); 
and (c) a highway impact dummy variable HWYDUM, 
coded 1 for impacted and O fo1· nonimpacted tracts. The 
coefficients for this last variable will represent the net 
average difference between impacted and nonimpacted 
tracts on the dependent variable in question. 

Admitteclly, the model ignores other factors that con
tribute to change in tracts and that had their effects 
during the 1960s. Growth trends and policies that are 
reflected in the 1960 descriptors continue into the de
cade of the 1960s. Without an intensive city-by-city 
study, however, such factors cannot be incorporated 
into the model. Generalizability is deliberately sought 
over specificity on the basis that the model above is the 
best overall, parsimonious one for the impact experi
ence. 

It is hypothesized that tract housing density in 1960 
is an important conditioner of the magnitude and nature 
of highway impacts. Information from city and regional 
planning departments and the National Planning Data Cor
po1-ation was used to develop 1960 figures for housing 
units per unit of area. All tracts were then stratified 
into two groups, and high and low density depended on 
whethertheyfellabove orbelowthe medianfigure of 15.06 
un.its/hm2 (6.02 5 units/acre). The regressions described 
above were then run separately for each stratum. 
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RESULTS 

The focus here is on two aspects of the statistical find
ings: the ability to distinguish between affected and un
affected tncts as indicated by the size and significance 
of the regression coefficients associated with the impact 
dummy variable and the amoUJ1t of variance in the de
pendent variable "expla.ined'·' by the impact dummy. 
Table 1 gives the results of the regressions for high
density tracts; Table 2 gives the results for the low
density stratum. 

Looking first at the regression coefficients, one no
tices that in high-density tracts the unstandardized co
efficient exceeds its standard error by a factor of at 
least two in 19 instances (out of 34) wllereas the compa
rable figure for low-density tracts is 8. Hence, one 
can conclude that highway impacts are more strongly 
felt in the high-density stratum. Moreover, these sig
nificant coefficients in high-density tracts frequently 
exceed their standard enor by a factor of three or four 
whereas this excess is rare in low-density tracts. The 
initial hypothesis of greater impact in higher density 
tracts is thus borne out. 

High-Density Tracts 

In the high-density stratum, it is possible to describe 
the pattern of impact in the following Wa:<J. The coef
ficients are generated mainly through a loss of popula
tion and housing units in this stratum, and that loss is 
concentrated in people at the lower end of a socioeco
nomic continuwn. There are significant differences be
tween affected and unaffected tracts for all age cate
gories. Most notably, it appears that families with 
children are less frequently present in affected tracts 
in 1970. In addition, it does not appear that these in
dividuals were replaced by more affluent people. Me
dian years of school completed, median family income, 
nwnber of vhite-collar workers, uwnber of families 
with incomes over $25 000, and nwnber of college
educated people are not different for affected compared 
with unaffected tracts. 

Likewise, housing losses occurred in a variety of 
housing categories. Both single-unit structures and 
units in structures of five or more units show signifi
cant, negative, net average differences between affected 
and unaffected tracts. Moreover, these units were not 
replaced since there is no indication of a difference in 
new construction (units built between 1960 and 1970) be
tween the two groups of high-density tracts. The nega
tive net difference in size of household in affected tracts 
(measured by median persons per occupied unit) rein
forces the e:vidence on the relative absence of families 
with children. 

The absence of significant differences between the 
two sets of tracts on variables that describe the better 
educated, white-collar, affluent population can be ex
plained by various factors . These high-density tracts 
tended to be located closer to the city center where such 
people reside less frequently (the relation between status 
and distance of residence from the city center is far 
from perfect). Since these people are absent from these 
areas, they cannot be affected by a new highway. The 
lack of difference may also stem from the 1·elatively 
small absolute number of people in the higher socio
economic categories in 1960. For instance, only about 
11 families were earning over $25 000 in 1960 in each 
high- density tract. 

One might argue that highways are routed so as to 
avoid affluent sections of tracts and that this permits 
the impacts to fall on a politically less powerful seg
ment of the population. On the basis of available infor-
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mation, this notion can be rejected. Correlations be
tween the highway-impact dummy variable and various 
measures of socioeconomic status are close to zero 
whether one considers high-density tracts, low-density 
tracts, or all tracts together. In addition, although it 
is possible that highway engineers take population com
position into accow1t in planning t·outes, such social fac
tOl's are certainly not the only-and most likely not the 
major-consideration in such decisions. Highways have 

Table 1. Highway impacts in high-density tracts. 

1970 Census Dependent Variable 

Total population 

Nonwhite population 

Population under 5 years 

Population aged 19 and under 

Population aged 55 and older 

Females aged 15 to 44 

Fertility rate 

Dependency ratio 

M;;. •• :od couples with own children under age 18 

Married persons 

Persons aged 5 and older residing in same house as 5 years previous 

Households residing at current address for less than 2 years 

stability index 

Persons over age 25 with eighth-grade education or less 

Persons over age 2 5 who are college graduates 

Median years of school completed for persons over age 25 

Families with income under $10 000 

Families with income over $2 5 000 

Median family income 

Households owning no automobile 

Percentage of women in labor torce 

Whit~-collar workers 

Blue-collar workers 

Total housing units 

Owner-occupied units 

Units vacant and available for rent or purchase 

Median persons per unit 

Median rooms per unit 

Median persons per room 

Single-family units 

Units in structures with five or more units 

Units built in last 10 years 

Median contract rent 

Median value of owner-occupied units 

Note: N • 789; 115 affected. 

R' 

0.83 

0.57 

0.25 

0. 71 

0. 73 

0.72 

0.02 

0.04 

0.41 

0.82 

0.80 

0.62 

0.77 

0. 77 

0.86 

0.80 

0.83 

0.07 

0 .60 

0. 73 

V,,J;, 

0.83 

0.67 

0.83 

0.89 

0.38 

0.67 

0.89 

0.42 

0.83 

0.82 

0.08 

0.62 

0.67 

to yield to topographic features and are generally routed 
in as straight-line a pattern as possible. Highway costs 
are figured per unit of distance. Routing a road around 
high-income areas within tracts could well result in 
highel' costs in the end because of the cu·cuitous path. 
Besides, the political impotence of inner-city residents 
is not total. Effective opposition to highway and other 
projects has been mounted in various types of neighbor
hoods, and inner- city residents during the 1960s had 

HWYDUM 

-670.20' 
-0. 109 

-565.46' 
-0.110 

-77.12 ' 
-0.097 

-308.34' 
-0.122 

-97. 75' 
-0.061 

-114.21' 
-0.073 
-6 .23 
-0.010 
5.53 
0.041 

-77.17' 
-0.089 

-240.47' 
-0.093 

-323.92 ' 
-0. 102 

-66.57' 
-0.067 

-271.16 
-0.034 

-123.33' 
-0.086 
4.54 
0.007 

-0.057 
-0 .015 

-80.30 ' 
-0.083 
-4.21 
-0.042 
42.34 

0.008 
-99.31 ' 

-0.081 

-0.008 
10.42 
0.013 

-123.91' 
-0.112 

-146.45' 
-0.063 

-33.12 ' 
-0.028 
-9.56 
-0.041 
-0.095' 
-0.067 
-0.037 
-0.015 
-0.003 
-0.010 

-59.99' 
-0.057 

-66.84° 
-0.036 
-5.01 
-0.010 
2.38 
0.033 

411.07 
0.025 

Variance 
Explained 
(~) 

0.5 

2.1 

1.0 

1.1 

0.0 

0 .3 

0.0 

0.2 

0.9 

0.9 

0.6 

0.0 

1.3 

0.0 

0.0 

1.1 

0.4 

0.2 

0.5 

0.9 

n nn 
v.vv 

0.0 

0.5 

0.0 

1.4 

0.1 

3.0 

3.5 

0.2 

0.9 

0.8 

0.0 

0.1 

0.0 

LOC 

Variance 
Explained 

{J (4) 

1251.51 ' 3.3 
0.092 
6.61 4.0 
0.001 

235. 73' 2.5 
0.136 

232.66' 0.8 
0.042 

412.10' 5.9 
0.117 

289.15' 2.3 
0.084 

79.17 0 .2 
0.056 

-13.48 0.2 
-0.045 

220.57" 6.5 
0.115 

637.22' 7.0 
0.113 

312.47' 5.8 
0.045 

206.54' 0 .2 
0.094 

-220.67 1.5 
-0.013 

337.52' o. 7 
0.107 

20.28 2.1 
0.015 

-0.077 4. 1 
-0.009 
76. 51' 2 .6 

0.036 
25. 73' 1.3 

0.117 
-961. 75' 2.8 

-0 .079 
119.95 ' 0 ,6 

0.044 

0.139 
-3.28 4.8 
-0.002 

200.85' 3.3 
0.083 

364.04' I. 7 
0.071 

34.48 ·3.9 
0.013 

-52.61' 6.1 
-0. 102 
-0.009 1.0 
-0.003 
-0.225' 2 . 5 
-0.040 
-0.002 0.8 
-0.004 
77 .81' 0 .6 
0.034 

201.66' 0.3 
0.050 

72.66 0.9 
0.069 

19.30' 3 .1 
0.123 

64.32 4.2 
0 .002 

1960 Census 
Descriptor 

Variance 
Explained 

{J (4) 

0.79' 79.0 
0.894 
0.84' 51.2 
0. 745 
0.27' 21.5 
0.464 
0.80' 69.0 
0.832 
0.79' 67.2 
0.831 
0.87' 69.4 
0.836 
0.07' 1.6 
0.128 
0.20' 3.2 
0.178 
0.64' 33.4 
0.594 
0. 70' 74.6 
0.876 
0.83' 71.6 
0.868 
0.84' 61.8 
0.791 
0.84' 73.8 
0.873 
0.56' 75 8 
0.875 
1.02' 83.7 
0.924 
0.89' 74.5 
0.893 
0.53' 79.7 
0.901 
0 . 12' 5.1 
0.226 
1.36' 56.8 
0. 797 
0.74' 72.5 
0.868 
(L~s· '.!4 .3 
0.592 
1.02' 78.0 
0.911 
0.68' 63.3 
0.802 
0.86' 80.9 
0.902 
0.96' 83.3 
0.935 
0.43' 31.3 
0.583 
0.83' 63.4 
0.809 
0.94' 82.5 
0.946 
0.63' 41.1 
0.649 
0. 76' 81.3 
0.904 
0.88' 81.3 
0.916 
0.23' 7.4 
0.273 
1.22' 58. 9 
0.772 
1.32' 62.4 
0.817 

•coefficient at least four times its standard error. bCoefficient at least three times its standard error. •coefficient at least two times its standard error, 



their advocates in political decision making in metro
politan areas. 

Low-Density Tracts 

In the low-density set of tracts, one finds few significant 
differences between affected and unaffected tracts. 
Most important, total population and number of housing 
units show no net effects from highway construction. 

Table 2. Highway impacts in low-density tracts. 

1970 Census Dependent Variable 

Total population 

Nonwhite population 

Population under 5 years of age 

Population aged 19 and under 

Population aged 55 and older 

Females aged 15 to 44 

Fertility rate 

Dependency ratio 

Married couples with own children under age 18 

Married persons 

Persons aged 5 and older residing in same house as 5 years previous 

Households residing at current address for less than 2 years 

Stability index 

Persons over age 25 with eighth-grade education or less 

Persons over age 25 who are college graduates 

Median years of school completed for persons over age 25 

Families with income under $10 000 

Families with income over $2 5 000 

Median family income 

Households owning no automobile 

Percentage of women in labor force 

White-collar workers 

Blue-collar workers 

Total housing units 

Owner-occupied units 

Units vacant and available for rent or purchase 

Median persons per unit 

Median rooms per unit 

Median persons per room 

Single-family units 

Units in structures with five or more units 

Units built in last 10 years 

Median contract rent 

Median value of owner-occupied units 

Note: N = 782; 169 affected. 
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Obviously, this does not imply that construction re
quired no demolition or displacement of population. But 
one would assume that losses that did occur were either 
minor or were balanced by gains over the decade and 
that this resulted in no net difference between affected 
and wmffected tracts in 1970. I suggest t he following 
scenario to account for those dilferences that do appear. 

Highway constn1ction increases the value of the land 
that lies in proximity to the road. This land is afforded 

1960 Census 
HWYDUM LOC Descriptor 

Variance Variance Variance 
Explained Explained Explained 

R' ~ ('1-) ~ (1,) ~ (1,) 

0. 79 -166.82 0.8 1880.14" 15.2 1.00· 63.3 
-0.022 0. 151 0.839 

0 .55 -66.39 0.0 -242.55" 2.9 0 .95" 52.4 
-0.026 -0.060 0 .732 

0.34 42.44 0.7 278.97" 11.9 0.24" 21. 7 
0.057 0.231 0.479 

0. 78 -106.27' 0 .6 624.98" 14.6 0.89" 62.3 
-0.035 0.127 0.839 

0. 70 -5. 54 0.2 443. 73• 9.3 0.93' 60.9 
-0 .004 0. 193 0 .790 

0. 77 -17. 74 1.1 415.11" 15.0 0.99" 60.7 
-0.010 0.150 0.823 

0 .01 15.66 0.1 -55.61 0.3 0.04' 1.0 
0.032 -0.070 0.103 

0.06 -6.01' 0.7 -9.13 0.8 0.16" 4.4 
-0.077 -0.072 0.211 

0.77 -27.02 0.9 254.38" 17.6 o.88" 58.6 
-0.024 0.137 0.825 

0.80 -70.11 0.8 901. 79• 17.4 0.93" 62.1 
-0.020 0.157 0.838 

0. 76 2.43 0.4 1552.13' 17.8 0.92" 58.0 
0.001 0.244 0. 785 

0.55 6. 79 1.2 130.87' 5.9 0.98' 48.2 
0.010 0.118 0.712 

0.13 -426.30 0.2 4094.89' 10.4 0.02· 2.4 
-0.053 0.312 0.155 

0.78 -24.28 1.1 201.3 7' 1.3 0 .69" 75.2 
-0.024 0.121 0.877 

0.83 10.28 0.0 101.42' 10.3 1.18' 72.5 
0.011 0.069 0.888 

0.81 0.064 0.0 0.215' 12.3 0. 793• 68.4 
0.019 0.039 0.884 

0.76 -29.55' 0 .8 82.02° 7.6 0.47" 67.7 
-0.041 0.070 0.859 

0.36 6.03 0.0 121.81" 6.6 0.76' 29.2 
0.019 0.242 0.542 

0.81 215.16 0.0 904.61' 7.2 1.43' 73.8 
0.027 0.071 0.882 

0.70 -37 .93° 0.2 -7.23 2.4 0.75" 67.0 
-0.080 -0.009 0.840 

0.37 1.31' 0.5 4. 75• 0.2 0 .67' 36.6 
0.066 0.149 0.615 

0.74 28.13 0.3 259.06" 16.8 1.01' 57.5 
0.027 0.152 0 .800 

0.80 -12 .3 5 1.6 238.39' 7.6 0.98' 71.0 
-0.010 0. 117 0 .868 

0.82 -55.40 1.0 598.79' 12.8 1.07" 68.3 
-0.024 0.162 0.858 

0.89 -49.08' 0.3 265.25" 14. 7 1.07' 73.8 
0.026 0.087 0.913 

0.22 0.74 0.6 -7.50 1.5 0.39' 19.8 
0.010 -0 .060 0.454 

0.75 -0.009 0.0 0.096' 15. 7 0.769" 59.6 
-0.008 0.050 0.846 

0.83 -0.018 0.5 0.082 8.9 0.894' 73.6 
-0.008 0.024 0.903 

0.58 0.004 0.6 0.011 0.7 0 .637" 57.1 
0.016 0.029 0 .760 

0.87 -63.61' 0.2 288.54" 14.3 1.07" 72.6 
-0.032 0.090 0.904 

0.52 45.07' 0.8 175.66' 0.1 0 .944" 51.0 
0.066 0.158 0. 726 

0.27 6. 76 0.2 323.54" 12.1 0.331" 14.3 
0.007 0.204 0.406 

0.67 2.03 0.0 15.14' 6.6 1.47" 59.9 
0.023 0.104 0.789 

0 .83 19.23 0.0 2018.30" 10.6 1.48" 72.5 
0.001 0.070 0.889 

•Coefficient at least four times its standard error. b Coefficient at least two times its standard error , e Coefficient at least three times its standard error. 
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better accessibility to other parts of the metropolitan 
area-an important consideration given the generally 
more distant location of low-density tracts from the 
city center. The increased value of land requires that 
it be used more intensively or encourages such use. 
Note that affected tracts in this stratum show signifi
cantly fewer owner-occupied units, significantly fewer 
singl e-family units, and significantly more units in 
structures of five or more units. These three coeffi
cients suggest the r eplacem ent of l ess intensive land 
us ers (singl e-family units) with more intensive l a nd 
users (multifamily units). Between 1960 and 1970, 46.5 
percent of all housing units built in metropolitan areas 
outside the central city were in structures of at least two 
units [the remainder being single-family units or mobile 
homes (30 )]. 

Besides encouraging different land uses, highways 
also contribute to increases in the prices for land within 
a category of use. Thus, we find fewer low-income 
families or households without automobiles in the af
fected tracts. Admitteclly, this is scanty evidence for 
such a conclusion, but it is suggestive. 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

How does one account for the different patterns and 
magnitude of impacts between high- and low-density 
strata? I believe that the explanation lies in the distinc
tion between the highway as a physical entity and the 
highway as a transportation facility. The former refers 
to the road as a physical intruder that necessitates de
molition of housing and relocation of population, creates 
barriers to movement within neighborhoods, increases 
traffic around access and egress points, and generally 
pollutes the physical environment. The highway as a 
facility is a carrier of goods and population that provides 
access between different zones of the metropolitan area. 

In the high-density tracts, which are typically located 
nearer the city center, the physical aspect of the high
way predominates. In areas where there is a greater 
dependence on pedestrian movement, as hypothesized 
by Kriken, Bott iny, and Thiel (16) , and where the high
way is more visually intrusive,sensitivity to the road 
as a physical object would be greater. More people are 
likely to reside within any given distance of the road 
than would be the case in low-density tracts. Lower in
come and greater pedestrian dependency, more children 
walking to school, and more use of local neighborhood 
shopping facilities all contribute to the likelihood that 
a new highway will disrupt normal tr;rnsportation 
routes, force people to take detours, and otherwise dis
rupt movement. I n s hort, the more densely populated 
an area is, the gr eate1· the physical intrusiveness of 
any major construction project can be expected to be. 

In high-density tracts, population differences between 
affected and unaffected tracts were high among those 
age and marital categories that reflect families with 
young children. Families whose children are approach
ing school age have a tendency to seek suburban, single
family housing and open space. Highways interrupt ac
cess routes within neighborhoods, preempt relatively 
scarce open space that might have been used for parks 
or playgrounds, and generally increase the "urbanness'' 
of an area (a condition typified by congestion, noise, 
traffic, and the relative absence of open space and 
greenery). 

All of these factors would generally be negatively 
evaluated by a family with children of school age who 
must walk to school and whose play patterns require 
more room than those of todcllers or infants. The im
petus to seek suburban, single- family housing is strong 
for families whose children are moving out of infancy. 

A highway constructed through a deDsely populat ed 
neighborhood contl'ibutes significa ntly to the dec1·eased 
desirability of that area for such families. This pattern 
is reflected throughout the regression equations gen
erated for high-density tracts . Once the children begin 
to venture out alone, the quality of the neighborhood be
comes more important to the parents. 

There have been several major studies of , the char
acteristics of mobile families and the characteristics 
that make individual housing units and neighborhoods 
attractive or unattractive. This body of research points 
out the importance of quiet, traffic-free streets and 
general environmental qualities in conditioning feelings 
about a neighborhood. Obviously, the desire for certain 
characteristics in housing units and neighborhoods is 
not a function of highway impact alone. We argue, how
ever, that for families with young children the presence 
of a highway significantly increases the desire to move. 
In inner-city neighborhoods, which are typically renter 
dominated, there is a continuous out-migration of fami
lies to single-family units. In controlling for differences 
among these neighborhoods (tracts), t he t endencies were 
even greater in those that experienced highway impact 
(3, 10, 17, 18, 25, 26). 
- In low- densityareas, primarily in the suburbs, the 
physical impact of the highway is mitigated by the dis
persion of the residents. Fewer people live close to 
the road. Construction requires the demolition of fewer 
housing units and the relocation of fewer people. Yet it 
is the accessibility of other parts of the metropolitan 
region, particularly the downtown area, that marks the 
influence of a highway in such tracts. Neighborhoods 
that already lie close to the downtown area benefit to 
a lesser extent from improved accessibility; they are 
already at or near the focal destination and their mar
ginal gain is smaller. The ability to commute to other 
parts of the SMSA increases the attractiveness of low
density, suburban tracts, and their suburban qualities 
are less disrupted by the presence of a highway. 

In short, the physical impact of a highway in such 
low-density areas is minimal. Pollution, for instance, 
simply does not affect that many people. To the extent 
that suburban areas are generally more automobile 
oriented, the highway serves a positive function. Em
ployment and shopping are typically separated from resi
dence in their location, and children are more often 
driven or take a bus to school. A new highway comple
ments these patterns through improved accessibility. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In both Tables 1 and 2, the amount of variance in the 
dependent variable "explained" by the impact variable 
is extremely low, never exceeding 3.5 percent and more 
typically under 1 percent. This characteristic of the 
tables implies that, although affected and unaffected 
tracts can be distinguished for a number of variables, 
highways have only a marginal effect on population com
position and housing stock. 

Generally, the past is the best predictor of the fu
ture, indicating that demographic change occurs slowly. 
The highway occasionally makes a contribution to the 
shape of tract characteristics but plays a minor role. 
Certainly highway construction and widespread automo
bile ownership have played important roles in opening 
up peripheral areas of our cities. This study, however, 
involved areas that were for the most part developed 
before highway construction. I do not mean to deny the 
historical importance of highways in urban growth. 
But, within already-developed parts of our SMSAs, gen
eral demographic trends far outweigh the effects of 
highways. 
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