
 

Beyond Roads & Bridges: Bringing the Needs of Women and Low 

Income Families into the Transportation Discussion 

 

Workforce professionals cite lack of transportation as a top barrier to employment for 

parents enrolled in MFIP.  Reliable transportation is a prerequisite for many jobs and 

employers. Transportation gaps limit the scope of job and training opportunities, affecting 

employers and workers in rural, suburban and urban areas (Prosperity for All, 2015). While low-

income women and women of color in Minnesota disproportionately work in service sector jobs, 

the growth of these jobs is increasingly in areas that are inaccessible by public transportation.     

 

Nearly half of Americans are “financially fragile,” meaning they would be unable to come 

up with $2,000 in 30 days to cover the cost of an unanticipated major car repair. An 

estimated 1.5 million Minnesotans are unable to meet basic needs for three months if a bump in 

the financial road – like a job loss or a health crisis [or major care repair] -- causes a sudden and 

unexpected reduction in income (CFED, Assets and Opportunities Scorecard:  Minnesota 2014).  
With lower incomes and higher poverty rates, women, especially single mothers, are more likely 

to find themselves in this untenable position. 
 
Women combine trips (or trip-chain) much more than men.   Trip chaining involving 

grocery shopping, childcare and eldercare, and work creates complex trip patterns that make 

transit time consuming, inconvenient or impossible (US Department of Transportation Travel 

Survey).  “Women are more likely to be involved in poorly resources, highly complex, multiple 

purpose trips, whereas men make single purpose trips in higher cost and superior modes of 

transportation.”  

 

Women live longer and give up their driver’s license at an earlier age.  In the US, 

particularly in rural and suburban communities, quality of life is significantly determined by 

mobility.  Isolation and basic subsistence can be significant challenges for older women.  This 

situation can have a two or three generation impact, as caregivers (a majority of them middle-

aged women) compensate for elderly parents or grandparents lack of transportation options 

(“Older Women: Independent Community Related Mobility and Its Vulnerability,” Siren 2002). 

 

Undocumented immigrant women cannot get drivers licenses in Minnesota. Like other 

women, immigrant women that live in Minnesota are forced to drive for everyday tasks, like 

getting to work and taking children to school. Many of the immigrants that are deported and 

separated from their families first get ensnared in the criminal justice system when they are 

stopped for driving without a license. “Once in the criminal justice system, Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement (ICE) intervenes and starts deportation proceedings against many people 

who have done nothing more than drive to work.” 



 

Since women still have primary responsibility for many household tasks, including grocery 

shopping, poor access to grocery stores because of lack of transportation has a significant 

impact on women’s lives, health and time management.  Only 22% of food stamp recipients 

drove their own car to purchase groceries compared to 96% of non food stamp recipients.  

Transportation planners rarely plan transit options around community food needs, leaving 

residents little option but to carry their groceries long distances, use precious resources on taxi 

rides or make multiple transfers (US Department of Agriculture). 

 

Access to healthcare and family planning services are also compromised, especially in rural 

communities where clinics are fewer and farther between.  The Kaiser Women’s Health 

Survey found that transportation difficulties delayed care for 21% of women in fair or poor 

health, four times the rate of women in better health (Salganicoff, 2002).   

 

Safety concerns can reduce options, limiting the use of bicycles, public transit and walking.  
When surveyed, men rarely list safety and security as a reason not to take transit.  Women do, 

however, express this fear.  In addition, studies have documented the “driving while female” 

problems of sexual harassment and assaults by law enforcement (Driving While Female, Walker 

and Erlbeck 2002).  

 

Women represent a significant minority of workers in the transportation and construction 

fields, although these jobs often offer higher wages.  Women hold only about 3% of 

Minnesota’s construction jobs and only 15% of transportation jobs (ACS, 2008-2012 obtained 

from Social Explorer). 

 

Retail car sales and to some degree car repairs are among the markets where people of 

color and women are consistently at a disadvantage.  Research has found that car dealers, for 

example, regularly charge people of color and women more than white men (“Pervasive 

prejudice?  Unconventional evidence of race and gender discrimination;” Ayres, 2001)  

 

The concept of environmental justice in the US encompasses minority and low-income 

communities, but not necessarily women.  Women’s voices in these communities are not 

always adequately represented in decision-making processes about transportation projects 

(“Running on empty:  Transport, social exclusion and environmental justice,” Lucas 2004). 

 

 

Resources and Action Opportunities: 

 Minnesota Asset Building Coalition: The Minnesota Asset Building Coalition (MABC) was formed 

in 2014 to advocate for policies that provide greater opportunities for striving Minnesotans to build 

wealth and climb the economic ladder.  Anna Odegaard, Legislative Advocate, 612-532-2723 or 

aodegaard@mnlsap.org 

 Prosperity for All is a statewide alliance of organizations working toward a more prosperous 

Minnesota: www.mnhomelesscoalition.org/prosperity-for-all 

 MoveMN is a statewide coalition of more than 200 business, organizations and local 

governments committing to fixing Minnesota’s long-term transportation problems by securing 

a comprehensive transportation funding solution: movemn.org 

 Minnesota Department of Transportation Civil Rights Department:  

http://www.dot.state.mn.us/civilrights/ 

http://www.mnhomelesscoalition.org/prosperity-for-all

