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Why are Cars Essential for Most Low-
Income Families?

• Metropolitan decentralization

• Long travel times on public transit

• Complex lives Complex travel



Residential Location of the Poor (U.S.)
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Low-Income Population 
Southern California



Low-Wage Employment 
Southern California



Low-Income Population and Low-Wage 
Job Proximity – Southern California



Job Access and Commute Mode -- Watts
30 Minutes by Transit and Auto



Complicated Lives Complicated Travel

13% of total trips are to/from 
work (Source:  National Household 
Travel Survey, 2003)

Diversity of trip purposes

61% of women make 1+ stops 
on the way home from work 
(Source:  Nationwide Personal 
Transportation Survey)

Trip chaining

Female labor force participation 
rate:  47.3% in 1971 to 61.4% in 
2004 (Bureau of Labor Statistics)

Increasing female labor 
force participation

DataTrend



Low-Income families without 
access to automobiles can be at a 

serious disadvantage



The Highly Visible:
Surviving Natural Disasters

People living in the path of Hurricane 
Katrina's worst devastation were twice 
as likely as most Americans to be poor 
and without a car — factors that may 
help explain why so many failed to 
evacuate as the storm approached.

--Associated Press, September 4, 2006



Growing Evidence on the Benefits of Auto Ownership to 
Low-Income Families

Other potential benefits:  more time for other activities (family, exercise, etc.), 
improved air quality (removal of gross polluting cars)

Perrin et al., 2004Social relationships

Clifton, 2004; Corcoran et al., 1999Goods and services

Zogby and Malin, 2001; Ellaway, Der, Ford and Hunt, 
1998

Health

Working Wheels, 2005; Lucas and Nicholson, 2003 Reductions in means-
tested benefits

Working Wheels, 2005; Rafael and Rice, 2002; Van 
Ryzin, 2001; Ong and Blumenberg, 1998; Ong, 1996

Earnings and 
Turnover

Ong and Miller, 2005; Stoll, 2005; Working Wheels, 
2005; Brabo et al., 2003; Lucas and Nicholson, 2003; 
Ong, 2002; Blumenberg, 2002; Cervero, 2002; Danziger
et al., 2000; Ong, 1996

Employment

ResearchBenefits



Cars and Employment

AUTOMOBILES EMPLOYMENT

Easier job search and 
commute

Arrive at work on time
Better manage home/work 

responsibilities

Higher Income



The “Auto Access” Problem

• Some families who need cars do not have 
them

• Many low-income adults have limited 
access to household vehicles 

• Many low-income households own old, 
unreliable, and/or unsafe vehicles



% of Adults in 0-Vehicle Households by Income 
(2000)
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Source:  U.S. Census Bureau.  2000 Public Use Microdata Sample.  California.



Race and Household Vehicles (2000)
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Auto Reliability

The New Yorker, August 29, 2005



Three Policy Challenges

1. Avoid the public transit-automobile 
dichotomy

2.  Develop effective policy instruments to 
increase auto ownership among low-

income families

3.  Address the negative externalities 
associated with auto ownership


