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Through more than a quarter-century of systematic research, the annual Houston Area Sur-
vey has measured this region’s remarkable economic and demographic transformations and 
recorded the way area residents are responding to them. No other metro area in America 
has been the focus of a research program of this scope. None more clearly exemplifies the 
trends that are rapidly refashioning the social and political landscape of urban America.  

In recognition of the increasing value and importance of this research, Rice University is 
establishing the new “Urban Research Center of Houston.” The Center’s mission is to pro-
vide a permanent home for the annual surveys, to stimulate other metropolitan research, 
and to develop innovative tools that will enhance public access to and use of the research 
findings, creating new directions for social change.  

The interviews for the 28th Houston Area Survey, reaching a scientifically selected repre-
sentative sample of 706 Harris County residents, were conducted by the Center for Public 
Policy at the University of Houston between February 3 and February 25, 2009. The sur-
veys show that area residents differ significantly in their experiences and attitudes by 
whether they are rich or poor, black or white, immigrant or native-born, young or old, ur-
ban or suburban, male or female, religious or secular, Democrat or Republican, etc. It will 
be important to understand and appreciate such differences as we work together to build 
the Houston future.  

Here, we consider the Harris County population as a whole, and ask how the responses ob-
tained in 2009 differ from those given to identical questions in previous years. Presented 
below are some of the central findings: 
 
A. Harris County residents are coming to grips with the economic downturn.  

* Positive evaluations of job opportunities in the Houston area (ratings of “excellent” or 
“good”) dropped from 60% in 2007 and 57% in 2008 to 49% in this year’s survey. 

* The proportion of area residents who spontaneously mentioned local economic condi-
tions (unemployment, poverty, the cost of living) when asked to name “the biggest 
problem facing people in the Houston area today” jumped from 15% in last year’s sur-
vey to 44% in 2009. 

* The percentage who said their financial situation during the past few years has been 
“getting worse” increased from 21% in 2008 to 27% in 2009; the proportion saying 
things were “getting better” for them declined from 40% to 32%. The number who 
thought that they would be “better off” 3 or 4 years down the road dropped this year 
from 58% to 52%. 

* In 2009, 25% of the survey respondents said that “buying the groceries to feed their 
family” was either a “very serious” or “somewhat serious” problem for them during the 
past year, up from 19% in 2002. 

* In this year’s survey, 29% said, “yes,” in answer to the question: “During the past five 
years, did you or anyone in your family ever have to go without medical treatment be-
cause of the cost of that treatment?” 
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B. Despite their economic worries, residents are upbeat about the Houston region. 
* When asked to compare Houston to most other metropolitan areas, 41% in 2009 said 

this was a “slightly better” place in which to live; another 44% said it was a “much bet-
ter” place, up from 25% in 2005 and from 31% in 2007. 

* Agreement with the statement, “If you work hard in this city, eventually you will suc-
ceed,” increased from 80% in 2005, to 85% in 2007, and to 87% in 2009. 

* 42% said they thought that living conditions in the Houston area during the next 3 to 4 
years will be better than they are today; just 20% thought conditions will be worse. 

 
C. Concerns about unfairness are generating support for government initiatives. 

* In 2009, 73% said that most poor people in the U.S. today are poor because of “circum-
stances they can’t control,” up from 68% in 2007 and 52% in 1999. In this year’s sur-
vey, 21% believed instead that the reason people are poor is mostly because “they don’t 
work hard enough,” compared to 25% who felt that way in 2007 and to 36% in 1999. 

* In the 2009 survey, 43% said the problems facing America today are mainly the result 
of “economic pressures”; 49% thought they are primarily due to “a decline in moral 
values.” The comparable figures were 37% and 58% in 2004; 26% and 68% in 1999. 

* In 1996, 60% agreed that, “Government is trying to do too many things that should be 
left to individuals and businesses,” and 36% believed instead that, “Government should 
do more to solve our country’s problems.” In this year’s survey, 46% said government 
is trying to do too much, and 47% called for more government intervention. 

* The survey respondents in 2009 were also evenly divided with regard to other aspects 
of the role of government: 45% agreed and 47% disagreed that, “Government regula-
tion of business always does more harm than good”; 45% agreed and 49% disagreed 
with the suggestion that, “Government has a responsibility to help reduce the inequali-
ties between rich and poor in America.” The respondents were clearer with regard to 
the need for jobs: 61% agreed and 37% disagreed that, “The government should see to 
it that everyone who wants to work can find a job.” 

 
D. As economic anxieties predominate, fears of crime and pollution have lessened. 

* This year, 22% said they were “very worried” that they or a member of their family 
will become the victim of a crime; 31% felt that way last year. In 2009, 33% were “not 
very worried” or “not worried at all” about crime, up from 25% in the 2008 survey. 

* In 2007, 44% gave the lowest possible rating (“poor”) to the efforts to control air and 
water pollution in the Houston area. In 2009, 29% thought those efforts were “poor.”  

* Only 39% in this year’s survey believed that air pollution in the Houston area has gen-
erally “gotten worse” over the past 3 years, down from 43% in 2007 and 45% in 2005. 

* In the 2009 survey, 44% said they were “very concerned” about the effects of air pollu-
tion on their family’s health. This was true of 49% in 2007 and of 52% in 2005. 

 
E. Traffic concerns have declined slightly — Mass transit is the preferred solution. 

* In 2009, 63% said traffic in the Houston area has “gotten worse,” compared to 66% in 
2007; 15% in this year’s survey (9.5% in 2007) thought the traffic had “gotten better.” 

* When asked to choose the best long-term solution to the region’s traffic problems, 50% 
called for “making improvements in public transportation, such as trains, buses, and 
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light rail,” up from 42% in 2007 and 40% in 2005. Another 25% thought traffic might 
be improved by “building bigger and better roads and highways,” and 20% chose “de-
veloping communities where people can live closer to where they work and shop.”  

* At the same time, 82% said they drive alone to work. Also in the 2009 survey, 54% 
agreed that, “Even if public transportation were much more efficient than it is today, I 
would still drive my car to work.” Nevertheless, 41% disagreed with this statement, 
suggesting the potential for transit.  

* In 2005, 76% said they had not ridden on the light rail at all during the past year; that 
figure fell to 62% in this year’s survey. The number who said they generally ride on the 
light rail at least once a month doubled from 6% in 2005 to 12% in 2009. 

 
F. The recent negative views of immigrants in general have begun to turn around. 

* The proportion of area residents who believe that the increasing immigration mostly 
“strengthens,” rather than “threatens,” American culture grew from 39% in 1997 to 
57% in 2005, and then dropped to 44% in 2007, before recovering to 49% in 2009. 

* The perception that the overall impact of the Katrina evacuees has been a “bad thing” 
for Houston grew from 47% in 2006, to 65% in 2007, to 70% in 2008, before dropping 
to 57% in this year’s survey. The belief that the impact of the evacuees has been a 
“good thing” declined from 36%, to 11%, to 7%, and then increased to 14% in 2009. 

* Similarly, the percentage of area residents who favor “granting illegal immigrants in 
the U.S. a path to legal citizenship, if they speak English and have no criminal record” 
declined from 68% in 2007 to 56% in 2008, and then grew to 61% this year.  

* The number of survey respondents who said that the increasing ethnic diversity in 
Houston brought about by immigration is a “good thing” dropped from 67% in 2005 to 
62% in 2007, and remained unchanged (at 61%) in 2009. 

 
G. The attitudes toward illegal immigrants, however, appear to have hardened. 

* In the 2009 survey, 64% agreed that, “The children of illegal immigrants should have 
the right to attend the public schools,” down from 71% in 2007. 

* This year, 68% were in support of “imposing fines and criminal charges against em-
ployers in your community who hire illegal immigrants,” up from 56% two years ago. 

* In 2007, 44% were in favor of “a law that would deny health and welfare services to il-
legal immigrants in Texas.” In 2009, 50% said they supported that proposal. 

 
H. Abortion attitudes are unchanged since the mid 1990s, but their intensity is less. 

* In 1997, 55% thought abortion was “morally wrong,” as did 57% in 2009; 59% in 1997 
were opposed to a law making it harder to obtain an abortion, as were 54% this year. 

* In the 2009 survey, 57% said they believed that abortion is “morally wrong,” yet only 
38% were in favor of “a law that would make it more difficult for a woman to obtain an 
abortion.” It is these “tolerant traditionalists” — area residents who support the right of 
others to make personal choices of which they themselves might disapprove — who 
have helped turn Houston into a “progressive” rather than a “traditionalistic” city. 

* The data from the 2008 survey suggest that abortion is becoming less politically salient 
for both “pro-choice” and “pro-life” individuals. Among all the self-identified “pro-
life” respondents in 2008, 49% said they would “certainly not” or “probably not” vote 
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for a candidate running for the Legislature whose views they mostly agreed with but 
who took a position on abortion rights that they disagreed with completely. This was 
down from 66% who felt that way in 2004. Similarly, the proportion of “pro-choice” 
voters who said they would “certainly not” or “probably not” vote for a pro-life candi-
date dropped from 47% in 2004 to 32% in 2008. 

 
I. Every measure of support for gay rights has increased significantly in recent years. 

* The belief that homosexuality is “morally wrong” decreased from 59% in 1997, to 54% 
in 1999, to 51% in 2001, to 49% in 2005, and to 46% in this year’s survey.  

* In the 2000 survey, 50% thought of homosexuality as “something people cannot 
change” rather than as “something people choose.” The proportion of area residents 
who believed that homosexuality is an innate characteristic, and not a lifestyle choice, 
increased to 59% in 2005 and to 61% in 2009. 

* In 2004, 44% of the respondents said that they had “a close personal friend who is gay 
or lesbian.” The figure grew to 56% in this year’s survey. 

*  Support for “allowing gays and lesbians to serve openly in the military” increased from 
52% in 2000 to 64% in 2008. The proportion in favor of “allowing homosexuals to 
teach in the public schools” grew from 48% in 1992 to 59% in 2009. 

* The percentage who were in support of “homosexuals being legally permitted to adopt 
children” increased steadily from 19% in 1991, to 37% in 2004, and to 43% in 2008. 

* Agreement that, “Marriages between homosexuals should be given the same legal 
status as heterosexual marriages,” grew from 32% in 2007 to 43% in this year’s survey. 

 
J. The American future looks a little brighter under a new administration. 

* Despite area residents’ growing economic anxieties, the proportion who believed that 
the country as a whole is headed for “better times” increased from 28% in 2006, to 
30% in 2008, and to 39% in 2009. The numbers foreseeing “more difficult times” 
ahead dropped from 68% in 2006, to 61% in 2008, and to 58% in this year’s survey. 

* Between 2005 and 2006, Harris County shifted dramatically from a predominantly Re-
publican to a majority Democratic county, and since then the trends have moderated 
somewhat. The proportion of Harris County residents who support the Democratic 
Party jumped from 35% in 2005 to 48% in 2006, then dropped to 43% and 42% in 
2007 and 2008, and grew again to 45% in 2009. The number of Republicans fell from 
42% in 2005 to 32% in 2006, and then increased to 36% in 2008 and to 39% in 2009. 
The percentage of area residents who were independents or undecided decreased in this 
election year from 23% in February 2008 to 15% by the time of the 2009 survey.  
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