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The Induced-Demand Con

Building new freeway lanes “has utterly failed to stop 
congestion,” says a new report from Transportation for 

America (T4A) titled The Congestion Con. “We have added 
30,511 new freeway lane-miles of road in the largest 100 
urbanized areas in the U.S. between 1993 and 2017, an in-
crease of 42 percent,” continues the report, yet “congestion 
has grown by a staggering 144 percent” due to “induced 
demand.” The report concludes that the nation should 
stop building new roads and instead “bring jobs, housing, 
and other destinations closer together.”

This report 
makes several fun-
damental errors. 
First, at least a third 
of the “new freeway 
lane-miles” that the 
report claims were 
“added” between 
1993 and 2017 
already existed in 
1993, and thus 
can’t be claimed 
to have been built 
since 1993 to re-
duce congestion. 
The authors of the 

report knew this but dismissed it as irrelevant.
Second, the report uses the wrong measure of conges-

tion, which seriously distorts the results. This is especially 
true when comparing changes in congestion in urban areas 
that did build a lot of new freeways with areas that did not.

Third, the report completely ignores the enormous 
benefits that were produced by those new freeway lanes 
that have been built. Instead, it simply counts all such ben-
efits as costs, effectively demonizing mobility.

Fourth, the whole “induced-demand” argument is 
completely specious. There is no such thing as induced de-
mand. If anything, the data used by the authors of this 
report should lead to the conclusion that American urban 
areas didn’t build enough new freeway lanes and their de-

cision not to do so is what had made urban congestion so 
bad. 

Finally, the report’s recommendations are both illog-
ical and counterproductive. A high population density 
is one of the main factors in congestion, yet the report 
recommends that cities increase their densities rather than 
build new roads to serve expansion at the urban periphery. 
One of the report’s recommendations, for road pricing, 
can make sense, but the authors promote it for the wrong 
reasons and, as they would implement it, it would do more 
harm than good.

Error #1: “New” Old Freeways
The Portland urban area has not built any new freeways 
since 1975. Yet the data used by the T4A report indicates 
that the number of freeway lane miles in the Portland area 
grew by 45 percent between 1993 and 2017. How can 
this be?

The data also show that the Portland area covered 
450 square miles in 1993, growing to 524 in 2017. Free-
ways that existed in the 74 additional square miles weren’t 
counted in the region’s total in 1993, but they were count-
ed in 2017. Those freeways were only added because of the 
expansion of the urban area, and obviously that addition 
made no contribution to congestion relief. 

The authors of the T4A report were fully aware of this, 
noting almost parenthetically that “new lane-miles are in 
some cases annexed by the region, as opposed to newly 
constructed.” Yet they dismiss this as irrelevant to their 
thesis because such regional expansions are merely “urban 
sprawl.” T4A parent group, Smart Growth America, con-
siders urban sprawl to be as evil as new highway construc-
tion. Yet this completely undermines their thesis that new 
freeways don’t relieve congestion.

How serious a problem is this? Table HM-60 of the 
Federal Highway Administration’s 1993 Highway Statis-
tics classified 132,239 lane miles of interstate freeways as 
“rural” in 1993. Table HM-60 from the 2017 Highway 
Statistics edition reported only 119,193 lane miles of rural 
interstates, a decline of 13,046. Those 13,046 lane miles 
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didn’t disappear into thin air; they were reclassified as “ur-
ban” as urban areas naturally expanded. 

The 2017 table also showed 25,000 of non-interstate 
freeway lane-miles in rural areas, while the 1993 report 
didn’t separately identify non-interstate freeways. If the 
same proportion of such freeways were added to urban ar-
eas in the intervening years, then a total of 15,800 urban 
lane miles in 2017 already existed in 1993. Some of these 
were outside of the 100 urban areas considered in the T4A 
report, but those 100 urban areas contained 72 percent of 
all urban freeway lane-miles in the country in 2017. Thus, 
it is likely that at least 11,400 lane-miles, well over a third 
of the 30,511 that T4A implies were built in that time 
period, already existed in 1993.

Urban area boundaries are neither political nor eco-
nomic lines but are determined demographically by the 
Census Bureau after each decennial census based on such 
criteria as population densities and development. The 
1990 census found that the 100 urban areas considered in 
the T4A report covered about 42,000 square miles of land. 
The 2010 census found that they had grown to 57,400 
square miles, an increase of 36.5 percent. This growth 
accommodated an 87 percent increase in population be-
tween 1993 and 2017.

In a larger sense, however, these urban areas didn’t re-
ally grow but merely densified. The land that was outside 
the 1990 boundaries but inside the 2010 boundaries still 
had residents, industry, and other developments in 1990. 
The roads that were outside the 1990 boundaries but in-
side the 2010 boundaries served those residents, indus-
tries, and other developments, many of which located to 
those areas to escape urban congestion. In order to support 
its thesis that new roads don’t relieve congestion, T4A pre-
tends that these 11,400 or more freeway lane-miles didn’t 
exist in 1993, when clearly they did.

The T4A report also errs in claiming that the 100 
urban areas in the report only grew in population by 32 
percent between 1993 and 2017. This ignores the fact 
that, between those two years, the Census Bureau divided 
up many major urban areas into smaller areas. Concord, 
Livermore, and Vallejo were split from the San Francisco 
urban area. Murrietta and Santa Clarita were split from 
the Los Angeles urban area. The 32 percent number is 
the percentage I calculate only if I don’t account for these 
splits. The resulting error is not as big as the error in lane 
miles, but it shows that T4A is careless in how it accounts 
for data.

Error #2: Wrong Congestion Measure
To measure changes in congestion between 1993 and 
2017, T4A uses the Texas Transportation Institute’s urban 
mobility report, which calculates congestion in 100 urban 
areas between 1982 and 2017. T4A’s analysis begins in 
1993 because some of the data it wanted to use were not 
available for the years 1982 through 1992. 

The specific congestion measure used by T4A was the 

percentage change in the hours of delay per commuter be-
tween 1993 and 2017. Yet this is completely the wrong 
measure to use for several reasons.

First, the percentage change biases the analysis against 
urban areas that have deliberately tried to minimize con-
gestion. To use an extreme example, Bakersfield had 5 
hours in per-commuter delay in 1993 growing to 24 in 
2017, a 380 percent increase. Los Angeles had 73 hours in 
1993 growing to 119 in 2017, a 63 percent increase. The 
46 hours of increased delay in Los Angeles is clearly much 
worse than the 19 hours in Bakersfield, but because T4A 
used percentage growth, Bakersfield looks worse than Los 
Angeles.

A second problem is that the Texas Transportation In-
stitute data counts congestion on all roads, while the T4A 
report only looks at the growth of freeways. On one hand, 
a region can do a lot to relieve congestion without building 
new freeways, either by building new arterials or by add-
ing traffic signal coordination and other improvements to 
non-freeways. On the other hand, a region can build a lot 
of freeways but still experience a lot of congestion growth 
on non-freeways if it doesn’t make improvements to its 
non-freeway infrastructure. Thus, the measure of conges-
tion on all roads may have no relationship to new freeway 
construction.

A third problem is that the Texas Transportation In-
stitute’s early estimates of congestion were based on calcu-
lations in a computer model, not on actual on-the-ground 
measurements of congestion. It isn’t clear that these num-
bers are completely reliable.

Instead of using percentage change in hours of delay, 
a better measure is the percentage change in freeway vehi-
cle miles per freeway lane mile. If T4A’s thesis that build-
ing new freeways merely attracts new congestion is true, 
then regions that built a lot of new freeways would have as 
much growth in vehicle miles per lane mile as regions that 
built few new freeways.

That turns out not to be the case. Portland and San 
Francisco did not build a lot of new freeways between 
1993 and 2017, and vehicle miles per lane mile grew by 
84 percent in Portland and 44 percent in San Francisco. 
Houston and Phoenix, on the other hand, really did built a 
lot of new freeways between 1993 and 2017. Vehicle miles 
per lane mile grew by 21 percent in Houston and only 14 
percent in Phoenix. A 44 to 84 percent increase in traffic 
would result in a lot more congestion than a 14 to 21 per-
cent increase. By using the wrong measure of congestion, 
the T4A report fails to reveal that, in many cases, regions 
that built more roads suffered much smaller increases in 
congestion than ones that did not.

Error #3: Counting Benefits as Costs
The T4A report counts all new travel as a cost, as if it is 
somehow an imposition on people to have to increase their 
travel in order to fill up new freeway lanes. “Drat!” the 
report imagines people saying. “The highway department 



has built a new freeway, so now we are forced to drive a 
lot more.” 

In fact, all of the increased travel that the report de-
cries between 1997 and 2017 represents economic bene-
fits, whether people are reaching new jobs, better housing, 
lower-cost consumer goods, or new social or recreational 
opportunities. The T4A report ignores these benefits and 
counts only the contributions to congestion from such in-
creased travel.

Error #4: The Induced-Demand Myth
Imagine Verizon, AT&T, and T-Mobile discovered that, 
no matter how much they expanded their cell-phone net-
works, people kept buying new smart phones and using 
those networks. Would they decide to stop expanding 
their services for fear of turning too many people into 
smart-phone junkies? Of course not; so long as revenues 
covered their costs, they would happily expand to meet 
the demand. 

The point is that almost anyone would consider that 
an investment leading to increased use to be a sign of suc-
cess. Yet Transportation for America sees it as a sign of fail-
ure. Would T4A have us stop building libraries, hospitals, 
and schools because the ones we build get used by readers, 
patients, and students? 

At the same time, the reality is that there is no product 
or service for which demand is guaranteed to increase if 
supply increases. If there were, it would be a bonanza for 
the providers of those goods or services, but there is an 
inevitable limit to the sales of anything.

If new roads truly “induced” more travel, then all 
freeways would be equally congested everywhere. In fact, 
urban freeways are much more congested than rural ones, 
and freeways in some urban areas are much more congest-
ed than in other urban areas. Each lane mile of Los An-
geles freeway, for example, supported more than 23,000 
vehicle miles of travel per day in 2017, while freeways in 
Pittsburgh saw only about 9,000 daily vehicle miles per 
lane mile and other urban areas such as Anchorage and 
Wichita saw even less.

Thus, it is not surprising that, when University of Cal-
ifornia researchers compared the growth rates in travel on 
roads whose capacity had been expanded with roads that 
had not received any capacity expansions, they “found the 
growth rates between the two types of segments to be sta-
tistically and practically indistinguishable, suggesting that 
the capacity expansions, in and of themselves, had a negli-
gible effect on traffic growth.”

Rather than induced demand, the growth in travel 
after construction of new road capacity would more accu-
rately be expressed as the relief of suppressed demand. Peo-
ple want to engage in new economic activities, whether 
that means jobs, schools, shops, or recreation. Congestion 
can be a barrier to such activities, while new roads create 
opportunities for those activities. Yes, by some measures 
congestion may have increased, but there is more econom-

ic activity and less congestion than if those roads had not 
been built.

Some may object that there is a difference between 
cell networks and freeway systems, namely in how users 
pay for them. But the differences are smaller than you 
might think. Users once paid for cell phone usage primar-
ily by the minute, but today most cell phone users pay a 
flat monthly fee. Data usage was once paid for primarily 
by the gigabyte, but that too is increasingly being paid for 
by monthly fees. 

Table SDF from the 2018 Highway Statistics shows 
that states get about 45 percent of their highway user fees 
in the form of gas taxes, 40 percent from vehicle registra-
tion fees, and 15 percent from tolls. Tolls and gas taxes 
are roughly analogous to cell phone fees by the minute or 
gigabyte, while vehicle registration fees are roughly analo-
gous to flat monthly fees. 

State highways also get some subsidies, but a previous 
policy brief showed that those subsidies were small: state 
and federal highway subsidies were less than $13 billion in 
2018, or slightly more than 10 percent of what the states 
spend on roads. Most highway subsidies are at the local 
level, but most freeways are owned by the states, not by 
local governments.

Error #5: The Sprawl Myth
“Sprawling development creates greater distances between 
home, work, and other destinations,” claims the T4A re-
port. That’s not necessarily true. Most people today live 
in suburbs; they work at jobs that are located in the sub-
urbs; they send their children to schools in the suburbs; 
and they shop, worship, and engage in other activities in 
the suburbs. 

There is a weak relationship between urban densities and driving, but it 
is most likely that both density and driving are functions of the age and 
history of the urban areas, not that one influences the other. In any case, 
if people in your urban area drive about 20 to 25 miles per person per 
day, as is the case in most of the large ones, increasing densities will have 
no effect on driving. Source: 2017 Highway Statistics, table HM-72.

Some people may work in a different suburb from the 
one they live in, but that’s a matter of choice. The 2017 
National Household Travel Survey found that less than 20 
percent of personal travel is to or from work, so a lot of 
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other factors may influence peoples’ choices of where to 
live: schools, parks, friends, where their spouse works, and 
so forth. Moreover, research by Georgia Tech transporta-
tion engineer Patricia Mokhtarian has shown that people 
prefer to keep some distance between work and home, so 
efforts to bring them closer together are doomed to fail. 
While at first glance it seems that people in larger urban 
areas will travel more than people in smaller urban areas, 
in fact there is no correlation between urban area size in 
square miles and miles of driving per capita. 

Instead of sprawl, it is the goal of Smart Growth 
America, T4A’s parent group, to limit growth at the ur-
ban fringe and increase densities inside the existing urban 
footprint. This can be seen in the T4A report’s recommen-
dation that cities promote infill development. Yet there is 
no guarantee that increased densities reduce driving. The 
Los Angeles urban area is more than twice as dense as the 
Phoenix urban area, yet per capita driving in Los Angeles 
is actually slightly greater than in Phoenix: 22.1 miles per 
person per day in Los Angeles vs. 21.3 in Phoenix. 

While there is a correlation between miles of per cap-
ita driving and population density, there is also a correla-
tion between population density and congestion. Since, as 
noted in a previous policy brief, motor vehicles use more 
energy and pollute more in congested traffic, for saving en-
ergy or reducing greenhouse gas emissions the two factors 
tend to cancel one another out.

The nation’s highest-density urban areas are also the 
most congested. The Texas Transportation Institute’s most 
recent urban mobility report found that Los Angeles and 
San Francisco are the nation’s first and second most-con-
gested urban areas. They are also the first and second dens-
est urban areas. The other urban areas among the top five 
most-congested are also denser than average. Make no 
mistake: density is a major cause of congestion. 

“City age, density, geography and public transport are 
the best predictors for severe rush hour congestion,” says 
INRIX in its 2019 Traffic Scorecard. In particular, the most 
congested urban areas are ones that are dense “with much 
of their development occurring around public transport.” 
That’s exactly the land-use pattern that Smart Growth 
America wants to impose on all urban areas in the United 
States.

Low-density development is actually one of the solu-
tions to congestion, not a cause of it. Congestion in very 
low-density communities is rare, while the urban areas 
with the most congestion have the highest densities. T4A’s 
recommendations would increase congestion, which the 
authors see as a good thing even as they oppose new roads 

because those roads supposedly make congestion worse.
T4A’s repeated claim that congestion is “a symptom 

of success—a sign of a place people want to be” is absurd. 
Congestion is a cost that people hate to pay, partly because, 
unlike user fees, it is a dead weight loss to society. While 
places can be popular without being congested, congestion 
is a sign of poor planning and design. 

Semi-Error #6: Road Pricing
The one good thing about the T4A report is that it sup-
ports road pricing. Unfortunately, it supports it for the 
wrong reasons: it sees road pricing as a way of “manag-
ing,” that is limiting, demand, not relieving congestion. 
“Eliminating congestion is the wrong goal,” the report’s 
authors say.

As the authors of the T4A report know, the real prob-
lem with congestion is that roads are poorly priced. Cell 
phone companies can get away with flat-rate user fees be-
cause they have a large surplus capacity to transmit infor-
mation. Urban roads don’t have that surplus. 

What the T4A report doesn’t say is that urban roads 
are unique in that, when they get congested, their through-
put can decline by 50 percent or more. That would be like 
download rates slowing down whenever users try to access 
large files. Transportation engineers call this “breakdown.”

As I’ve explained at length in a Cato policy paper, the 
purpose of congestion pricing should be to prevent break-
down, that is, prevent roads from becoming so overloaded 
that their throughput declines. Far from limiting demand, 
this would allow far more vehicles to use the roads during 
rush hours. This would be exactly the opposite of T4A’s 
goal. Instead of tolling people off the roads, as Transporta-
tion for America wants to do, a proper road pricing system 
would toll people onto the roads.

Conclusion
Traffic congestion costs Americans hundreds of billions of 
dollars a year, yet the recommendations in the T4A report 
would make such congestion worse. The results of its pro-
posals would be to reduce the mobility of Americans and 
their consequent ability to meet their economic and social 
needs and preferences. Considering that T4A doesn’t really 
care about congestion—calling it “a symptom of a suc-
cessful, vibrant economy”—it should change its name to 
Immobility for America.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a transportation and 
land-use policy analyst and author of Gridlock: Why We’re 
Stuck in Traffic and What to Do About It. Masthead photo 
is by M. Nayuki.
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