
Coming Home: 
The benefits of housing choice for low-
wage commuters in Austin, Texas

Elizabeth J. Mueller, Ph.D.

UT Austin | Community and regional planning

November 7, 2016



So growth moves outward…

• Shift outward in city and region



But maybe people want 
to live suburbia?



Is our sprawling pattern of growth a reflection of preferences? 

What impact could including affordable choices for low wage workers 
in Imagine Austin centers and corridors have on those households? 

On the city overall?



The high costs of 
commuting in our 
region

Household composition and 
income

Tenure Housing 
percent of 
household 
income

Transportation
percent of 
household 
income

H + T 
percent of 
household 
income

Miles driven 
annually

Single, very low income ($11,720)
National poverty line
1 person, 1 commuter

Renter 76% 44% 115% 12,528

Owner 130% 53% 183% 14,966

Single-parent family ($29,823)
50% of median family income
3 people, a commuter

Renter 40% 22% 62% 14,173

Owner 57% 31% 88% 17,078

Single professional ($80,522)
135 % of median family income
1 person, 1 commuter

Renter 17% 8% 25% 13,726

Owner 24% 11% 35% 15,809

Retired couple ($47,717)
80% of median family income
2 people, 0 commuters

Renter 29% 7% 36% 1,346

Owner 42% 13% 55% 3,389

Dual professional family ($86,469)
150% of median family income
4 people, 2 commuters

Renter 18% 12% 30% 22,436

Owner 25% 15% 40% 25,448

Benchmark/goal 30% 15% 45%



Generational divide in 
Texas in housing 
preferences 



Survey of low income commuters working in 
central Austin (2012)
Random sample survey of central city employees with incomes < $60k, 
commuting at least 10 miles to work 

5,300 people met our criteria at UT and the COA

Random sample of 945

Surveyed via campus mail (UT), email (COA)

34.5 percent response rate



Key findings:

Substantial interest in moving closer to work:

• 48 percent of low income workers commuting at least 10 miles to work 
would move closer to work if they could. Of those not interested, 88 
percent listed cost as among their primary reasons for not moving.

Lowest income households most interested in moving

• HH with annual incomes below $60k significantly more likely to be 
interested in moving, than those with higher incomes.

• 70% of HH with incomes below $40k were interested in moving closer to 
work.



Key findings, continued:

Generational divide in attitudes:

• 65 of those ages 18-34 were willing to move.

Presence of children not a deterrent to moving

• A majority of households with school age children were interested in 
moving. 



More likely to move if…



Household benefits of moving

For those willing to move, we calculated the benefits of moving to the 
closest Imagine Austin center under three scenarios:

Scenario 1: a shorter commute by car

• Average reduction in annual miles driven of 7,736

• Reduces commute costs by $4,370 per year (7.3% of $60k income)

Scenario 2: Commuting by transit
• Net cost savings of $5,631 per year (9.4% of $60k income)

Scenario 3: Transit commute, one less car
• Net cost savings of $9,231 per year (15.4% of $60k income)



Take aways

• Regional demographics show 
rise in groups that will have 
more trouble buying homes, will 
value central locations but also 
price

• Preference for access but also 
for SF homes…

• Aging population also needs 
smaller homes, MF options in 
central locations.

• Need for high quality public 
spaces to support family 
households and to improve 
neighborhood conditions

• Can we provide more housing for 
a wider array of households in 
central neighborhoods?

• Can transit access and rental 
income help new owners make 
ends meet?


