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Abstract

Whdfare-to-work transportation programs are premised on a conceptualization of the spatid
mismatch hypothesis that focuses on the mismatch between the centrd city locations of welfare
participants, rapidly expanding job opportunitiesin the suburbs, and the long commutes needed
to connect them. Feminist scholarship and travel behavior research, however, show that low-
income, sSingle mothers have travel patterns that are not consistent with amismatch between
centrd city resdents commuting considerable distances to suburban jobs. Premisng wdfare-
to-work transportation policies on the spatid mismatch hypothesis has thus resulted in a policy
mismatch between welfare recipients and their transportation needs. To better address the
trangportation needs of low-income mothers, policies must account for the important role of
gender in determining wher e welfare recipientswill ook for work, how they are likely to
conduct their job searches, and the mode by which they travel to both employment and
household- supporting destinations.



The pad-work emphasis of recent welfare programs has policymakers and scholars
searching for strategies to move wdfare participants, most of whom are women, into the labor
market. Policymakers have seized on trangportation as a Smple and effective answer to welfare
participants employment difficulties, on the assumption that trangportation isa sgnificant barrier
to steady employment for many wefare participants. In policy circles, the emphass on wefare
recipients and their mobility isjustified by a growing body of research showing the negative
employment effects associated with inadequate transportation.

Policies to increase welfare participants access to employment are largely predicated
on narrowly-drawn conceptuaizations of the spatia mismatch hypothesis that stress the spatia
separation between the centrd city residentia locations of welfare participants, rapidly
expanding job opportunities in the suburbs, and the long commutes needed to connect them.
However, agrowing body of feminist scholarship and travel behavior research on working
mothers demongtrates that these women's residential and work location decisons are far more
complex than narrow interpretations of the spatid mismatch hypothesis suggest. Consequently,
the gpplication of the spatid mismatch hypothesis to welfare-to-work transportation policies
has, in many cases, created a policy mismatch between welfare participants and their
transportation needs.

This paper compares the research on the spatia mismatch hypothesis with data on the
travel behavior of welfare participants to show that orthodox notions of the spatiad mismatch
hypothesis are not relevant to many—if not mos—welfare participants. In particular, | argue
that an emphasis on reverse commuting to fadilitate travel from centrd cities to outer suburbsis

not likdy to have sgnificant, long-term effects on employment outcomes for low-income



women. The digtinct travel patterns of low-income women and the complexity of metropolitan
urban structure ingtead require amore nuanced understanding of labor market access, ore that
recognizes the full range of factors that influence women’s employment decisons. Likewise,
effective wdfare-to-work transportation policies will require flexibility to adapt to the varied
transportation problems faced by poor, working mothers.

The evidence for thisandyssis drawn from a series of studies conducted by the author
on employment, trangportation, and welfare reform in Cdifornia (Blumenberg, 2002;
Blumenberg & Ong, 2001; Blumenberg & Ong, 1998; Ong & Blumenberg, 1998). The data
from these studies include survey data on the travel patterns and behavior of welfare participants
and adminigtrative data on the spatid |ocation of welfare participants, jobs, and public trangit.
Admittedly, afocus on Cdiforniamay bias the conclusions reported here since the urban
sructure of metropolitan areas in the west certainly differs from those in the East or Midwest.
However, the Cdifornia data are aso supplemented by studies from other regions of the
country and data from the 1995 Nationwide Persond Transportation Survey to provide

additional support for the findings reported here.

The Spatial Mismatch Hypothesis, Wefare Participants, and Federal Transportation
Policies

The spatid mismatch hypothesis was first proposed by John Kain in the 1960s to
explain the degpening poverty in many centra-city, African- American neighborhoods (Kain,
1968). Kain and the subsequent proponents of the hypothesis argue that (1) the shift in the

demand for labor toward suburban areas, (2) racid discrimination in housing markets which



limits housing mobility among minorities, particularly African Americans, and (3) poor
transportation linkages between cities and suburbs combine to increasingly isolate African
Americansin poor, centra-city neighborhoods. The argument follows, therefore, that
joblessness and low wages among African Americans result from their spatid separation from
low-wage job opportunities increasingly located in suburban areas. More than 75 studiesand 8
literature reviews have examined the spatia mismatch hypothesis® A numerical mgority of this
research supports the spatid mismatch hypothes's; however, there remains vigorous scholarly
debate over its vaidity and sgnificance?

While the debate over the merits of the spatia mismatch hypothesis continues, the
hypothesis enjoys broad support among many academics and in policy circles. Inan aticle
published shortly after the passage of mgor federd welfare legidation, Ihlanfeldt and Soquist
(1998) examined recent research on the spatid mismatch hypothesis and “their implications for
wefare reform.” Wefare reform has aso prompted many scholars and transportation planners
to examine the spatia location of wefare recipients and potentiad low-wage employment
opportunities. While not directly testing the spatid mismatch hypothes's, these studies use maps
to illugtrate the high concentrations of welfare participantsliving in centrad cities, the growth in
suburban, low-wage jobs, and, frequently, the weak public-trangt linkages between centrd
cities and suburbs (Baniaet al., 1999; Blumenberg & Ong, 2001; Citizens Planning and
Housing Association, 1999; Coulton et. al., 1996; Lacombe, 1998; New Y ork Metropolitan
Trangportation Council, 1999; Rich, 1999; Sawicki & Moody, 2000). For example, in her

anaysis of Boston, Lacombe (1998:1) concludes:



Weéfare recipients are disproportionately concentrated in big cities and very few

own an automobile, so most must rely on trangt to access employment and

related services... ... many of the entry leve jobs for which recipients are

qudified are located in the outer suburbs of metropolitan areas which are not

typicaly serviced by public trangt.

Also confirming the linkage between the spatid mismatch hypothesis and wefare participants
are sudies that show a strong relationship between job access and employment outcomes.
Blumenberg and Ong (1998) and Allard and Danziger (2001) find that access to employment
leads to better economic outcomes for welfare participants. And agrowing number of sudies
show that cars increase wdfare participants' likelihood of employment (Cervero et al., 20023,
Danziger et al., 2000; Ong, 1996; Ong, 2002).

Empirica evidence in support of the spatiad mismatch hypothess has thus become the
intellectual foundation for public policies to enable low-income, central-city resdents to
overcome spatia barriers to employment. One policy Strategy centers on enhancing the mobility
of the poor through transportation services that better connect urban residents with suburban
job opportunities. The classic example of this gpproach is the Bridges to Work demonstration
project, ajoint project of Public/Private Ventures (P/PV), a Philade phia- based nonprofit
organization, and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). The
purpose of the project was to connect inner-city residents with suburban employment
opportunities by providing job placement and transportation services. The percelved strength of
this demongtration project paved the way for the Nationd Joblinks Employment and

Transportetion Initigtive, aprogram administered by the Community Transportation Association



of America (CTAA), with funding from the Federd Transt Adminigration and the U.S.
Department of Labor. Joblinks was a series of demonstration projects intended to test a variety
of trangportation strategies to help unemployed and underemployed people achieve economic
sdf-aufficiency. Once again, underlying these demonstration projects was the premise that
“...current trandt service routes and schedules rardly fit the needs of the inner-city poor and
unemployed” who have to reach jobs, two out of three of which are“...being created in the
suburbs, outside of the urban core” (Community Transportation of America, nd).

In response to the passage of the Persond Respongbility and Work Opportunities
Reconciliation Act of 1996 and the perceived strengths of previous reverse commute
demonstration projects, Congress enacted the Job Access and Reverse Commute grant
program, a component of the 1998 Transportation Equity Act for the 21% Century (TEA-21).
The Job Access program provides $150 million annuadly to assst states and locdlitiesin
developing new or expanded transportation services to connect welfare participants and other
low-income persons to jobs and employment-related services. Once again, the spatia
mismatch hypothesis was used to justify the funding of this program. Section 3037 of the Job
Access and Reverse Commute grant program reads, “ Congress finds that (1) two-thirds of dl
new jobs are in the suburbs, whereas three-quarters of welfare recipientslive in rurd aress or
centrd cities...” and closes with “many resdents of cities and rura areas would like to take
advantage of mass trangdit to gain access to suburban employment opportunities’ (Federd
Trangt Act, 1998).

Indeed, references to the spatid mismatch hypothesis appear in most public statements

regarding the federal Job Access program.® Whileit is difficult to determine the extent to which



counties have enacted reverse commute programs, fragmentary evidence suggests that many
counties are experimenting with such programs (American Public Trandt Association, 1999,
Community Trangportation Association of America, nd; Rosenbloom, 1998; Transportation
Research Board, 1999). Through both their rhetoric and policy initiatives, policymakers and
planners have asserted the importance of suburban employment for welfare participants and the
necessity of reverse commute service to facilitate travel from inner-city neighborhoods to job-

rich suburbs.

Women, Wefar e Recipients, and the Spatial Mismatch

Much of the early literature on the spatial mismatch hypothes's examines African
American men and, in particular, African American youth (Ihlanfeldt & Soquist, 1998; Preston
& McLafferty, 1999). Yet, over 85 percent of adults on welfare are women (U.S. Department
of Hedlth and Human Services, 1997) and dmogt two-thirds of welfare participantsin the U.S.
(63%) are not African American (U.S. Department of Hedlth and Human Services, 1998).
Research on women and the spatid mismatch hypothess has yie ded mixed results with support
of the hypothesis varying by (1) metropolitan age, Size, and location (2) resdentid location
within dities, (3) race and ethnicity, and (4) data source and methodologica approach (Bdll,
1974; Blackley, 1990; Ihlanfeldt, 1993; McLafferty & Preston, 1992, 1996, 1997; Reid,
1985; Thompson, 1997; VVrooman & Greenfield, 1980; Wyly, 1996).*

However, agrowing body of scholarship by feminists and other scholars, particularly
geographers and urban planners, suggests that a narrowly drawn conceptudization of the spatia

mismatch hypothesisis not gppropriate as the underlying premise for designing and implementing



welfare-to-work policies. Drawing from this research, underscored by data on the travel
patterns of welfare recipients, | podt three reasons to chalenge the relevance of these narrow
interpretations of the spatid mismatch hypothes's to welfare recipients; these reasons provide
the basis for developing dterndive planning solutions. Firgt isthe reliance on asmplified centrd
city-suburb dichotomy between welfare recipients and jobs; second is an overemphasison
lengthy commutes to suburban destinations; and third is an inappropriate focus onthe
employment behavior of men thereby neglecting the many gendered aspects of the labor market.

The Central City-Suburb Dichotomy. Most metropolitan areas defy asmple modd
of job-poor, central-city neighborhoods and job-rich suburbs posed by the spatid mismatch
hypothesis. Despite decades of increasing suburban employment growth, most central cities il
host large shares of employment well suited for low-wage femae workers. Unquestionably,
employment growth has, in recent years, been more rapid in the suburbs than in the centrd
cities. Between 1992 and 1997, private-sector jobs grew by aimost 18 percent in suburban
neighborhoods, compared to 8.5 percent in centrd cities (U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development, 2000). But rapid suburban job growth is not evidence that centrd cities
are job poor. During the late 1990s citiesin dl regions of the country experienced employment
growth. Central-city employment grew at more than five times the rate of the centrd-city
population, with the most rapid growth occurring in the service sector where most welfare
participants find employment; and during this time period, the overdl decline in unemployment
rates was higher in the cities than in the suburbs (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban

Development, 2000).



The employment figures used to support the notion of aspatid mismatch often
emphasize the creation of net new jobs on the supposition that “the relationship between the
number of jobs and turnover may not be congtant” (Ihlanfeldt & Sjoquist, 1998:856).
However, empirica evidence suggests that job growth figures are less appropriate measures of
job access than total employment since many more job openings are due to vacancies created
by job turnover than by the creation of new jobs. In Boston, 1990 data show that job turnover
accounted for an overwheming 95 percent of dl job opportunities for unemployed workers
(Shen, 2001). Further, preexisting employment—the source of most job vacancies—remained
disproportionately concentrated in the centra city (Shen, 2001).

Recent studies have begun to paint a more nuanced picture of the patia distribution of
employment relative to the resdentid locations of welfare recipients. Many of these gpply a
gravity mode to estimate relative employment access and show that welfare participants access
to jobs varies depending on their residentid |ocation and commute mode (Blumenberg & Ong,
2001; Cervero et al., 2002a; Laube et al., 1997; Ong & Blumenberg, 1998; Pugh, 1999).
Table 1 shows data for Los Angeles on access to jobs within a 30- minute commute by mode
for saven neighborhoods with high concentrations of welfare recipients. These data reved that
in central-city neighborhoods adjacent to the central business didtrict, such as the Pico-Union
neighborhood, welfare recipients are able to reach many jobs within a reasonable commute by
ether car or public trangt. In contrast, other welfare recipients, such as those living in Watts,
reside in job-poor, central-city neighborhoods where, if trangt-dependent, they likely face long
and difficult commutes that limit their likelihood of finding and sustaining employment even if

traveling to destinations within the centrd city. Still other welfare recipients live in suburban



areas, such as Pacoima, where jobs are dispersed over large geographic aress. In these aress,
low-skilled workers can live miles from employment opportunities without the benefits of the
more extengve public trangt infrastructure often available in dense, centrd- city neighborhoods.
Hence, given the complexity of metropolitan urban structure, the spatid mismatch hypothesis
oversmplifies the geographic location of employment opportunities suitable for welfare
recipients.

[Insert Table 1 here]

The Long Road Home? The spatid mismatch hypothes's emphasizes the distance
between home and work. Yet among dl low-income workers, average commute distances and
times are rldively short and the vast mgority of work trips are made in private vehicles. While
such data exclude the unemployed, travel datafor al low-income individuads—not just
commuters—suggest reasons to chalenge a primary focus on the home-work relaionship in
policymaking. First, contrary to popular perception, most low-income people have automobiles
in their households and, therefore, are not necessarily isolated from more distart jobs. And,
second, most trips are not related to employment.

Table 2 shows the travel patterns and auto access of working-age adults, low-income
sngle parents, and welfare recipients in two Cdifornia counties—Los Angeles and Fresno. As
the data show, travel distance among low-income, single parents is quite short, even in alarge
sprawling metropolis such as Los Angeles. The average commute distance for low-income,
gngle parentsisless than 8 miles, compared to 12.5 milesfor dl working-age adults. Although

amdl sample Szes limit comparisons of travel time by mode, the data show that the average



commute time for low-income, angle parents is five minutes shorter than for dl working-age
adults.
[Insert Table 2]

The rdatively short commutes of low-income, single mothers may be the result of
economic and trangportation barriers to longer-distance travel. Overdl, commute distance
tends to be positively corrdated with earnings, with higher income commuters traveling, on
average, longer distances than low-income commuters. The pogtive relationship between
income and commute distance has been attributed to (1) the geographic dispersion of higher
income jobs (Simpson, 1992), (2) the preferences of higher-income workers to trade off longer
commutes for larger houses (3) the rdatively higher levels of resdentid amenities found in many
suburban areas (Muth, 1969; Simpson, 1992), and (4) the greeter likeihood that higher-income
workerswill travel by car, the highest speed commute mode (Hu & Y oung, 1999).

L ow-income women, however, tend to be concentrated in sex- segregated occupations
in which they, on average, earn lower wages than men (Sorensen, 1994), and low wages make
long distance commutes less dtractive (MacDonad, 1999; Madden, 1981). The resdentid
locations of poor, sngle mothers are often constrained to central- city neighborhoods by housing
discrimination and a lack of affordable rentd or publicly-subsidized unitsin the suburbs (Massey
& Denton, 1993). In addition, travel from the centra city to the suburbs, particularly on public
trangt, can be quite difficult Snce most public trandt systems are best suited for travel within or
to the central city (Banaet al., 1999; Rich, 1999). Reverse commutes to dispersed suburban
employment sites on trangt often require multiple transfers, and can take hours (Bania et al.,

1999; Pisarski, 1996; Rich 1999). Given these difficulties associated with long-distance

10



commuting to low-wage jobs, it is not surprisng that long commutes are unattractive to low-
income single mothers. Evidence from Los Angeles, for example, shows that, while wefare
recipients who commute longer distances earn higher wages, these commutes are difficult to
sugtain and lead to higher turnover rates and lower overdl earnings (Ong & Blumenberg, 1998).

However, low-income women have other reasons for preferring jobs closer to home.
For sngle mothers who typicdly have sole responshility for the functioning of their households,
the ability to sustain employment rests on access to a variety of houseshold-supporting
destinations, only one of which iswork. Long commutes are especidly difficult for wefare
participants who must balance the cogts of traveling to and from low-wage jobs with the need to
make child- and other household-serving trips. Asthe datain Table 2 show, travel to
employment comprises less than 12 percent of dl trips, even among al working-age adullts,
work trips comprise only 18 percent of dl trips. The literature on the travel patterns of low-
income women shows thet, relative to low-income men, low-income women make more trips
(Hu & Young, 1999; Rosenbloom, 1994), make a higher percentage of household-serving trips
(Federd Highway Adminigration, 1995; Hu & Y oung, 1999; McGuckin & Murakami, 1999;
Steiner, 1996; Taylor & Mauch, 1996), and have a greater propendty to make stops on the
way to and from work (McGuckin & Murakami, 1999).

Itislikely that sngle motherswork closer to home than men, in part, to ease the
difficulty of balancing paid work with household responshilities (Erickson, 1977; Madden,
1981; Singdll & Lilleydahl, 1986). Empirica evidence of the effect of household responsibility
on commute distance is ambiguous (Gordon et a., 1989; Madden, 1981; Preston, McL afferty

& Hamilton, 1993). However, existing research does not provide an effective test of this
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hypothes's snce measures of family satus—typicaly maritd status or the presence of
children—captures two contradictory effects on commute time and distance. Some single
mothers prefer employment close to their homesin order to more easily shoulder household
responsbilities. Offsetting the desire for proximate employment is the necessity of making
numerous household-serving trips, many of them as part of the journey to work. Therefore,
depending on how travel data are collected, the effect of family status on commute time or
distance may be difficult to interpret.

Findly, most wedfare recipients have access to automobiles and, therefore, have
reasonably good spatial access to jobs regardiess of their resdentiad locations. For these
recipients, thefriction of commute disance is substantialy reduced and commute direction is not
an obstacle. Carsoffer flexibility in trip making, aflexibility that enables women to more eesily
and safely manage their multiple responghilities as heads of households (Rosenbloom & Burns,
1994). Low-income women are more likely than men to work nights and weekends
(Blumenberg, 2002; Presser & Cox, 1995, 1997); cars enable women to travel safely during
off-peak hours when transit service is limited, and after dark, when women's concerns for their
personal safety are highest (Schulz & Gilbert, 1996). Compared to public trangt, carsadso
enable women to more easlly trip chain, make multiple opsin atour. Given the advantages of
cars, working mothers—particularly those with young and/or many children—are more likely to
driveto work at dl income levels than are comparable men or other women (Rosenbloom &
Burns, 1994).

With respect to wefare recipients and cars, early figures from the U.S. Department of

Hedlth and Human Services (1997) reported that asfew as 7 percent of al families on welfare
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owned automobiles. Based on thiswiddy publicized figure, whichis cited in the Job Access
legidation and many other federal documents, many planners and policymakers assume that
welfare participants depend primarily on trangt for mobility. They have, in turn, emphasized
improving public trangdt to increase job access among welfare recipients. However, nearly
every other study of travel by welfare participants finds that most commute by car and not
public trangit (Blumenberg, 2002; Danziger, 2000; Federman et d., 1996; Los Angeles County,
2000; Murakami & Young, 1997). Table 2 showsthat, dthough public trangt use anong
welfare recipients is Sgnificantly higher than among al working-age adults, most low-income,
gngle parents commute by private vehidle. Asthe datain Table 1 show, wefare recipientsin
Los Angeleswho commute by car—even thosein job-rich, trangt-friendly neighborhoods—can
access many more jobs within a 30-minute commute than recipients who rely on public trangt.
Further, data from the Nationwide Persona Transportation Survey show that 82 percent of al
low-income, Sngle-parents, regardless of employment status, have at least one persond vehicle
in their households (Table 2).

The Gendered Labor Market. Findly, the spatid mismaich hypothessisglent on
gender differencesin labor markets. Gender influences the spatia location of employment
opportunities, shapes women's access to the labor market, and, accordingly, influences
women' s transportation needs.

Although occupationa sex segregation has declined in recent years, itis4ill a
fundamentd characterigtic of the labor market and remains quite high. As of 1990, 50 percent
of dl women would have to change jobs to have the same occupationd distribution as men

(Baunach, 2002). Occupational sex segregation affects the spatial structure of urban areas and
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influences women'’ stravel patterns. For example, research points to a postive relationship
between localized commutes and occupational sex segregation (Gilbert, 1998; Hanson and
Pratt, 1995; Madden, 1981). Some scholars attribute women'’ s shorter commutes to the spatial
dispersion of feminized occupations (Gordon, Kumar & Richardson, 1989; Hanson &
Johnston, 1985). Others have argued convincingly that some employers locate in particular
neighborhoods to take advantage of the available supply of low-wage femae labor (Hanson and
Pratt, 1992; Nelson, 1986). Employers locationd decisions thereby create highly localized
female labor markets and enable women' s short commutes. \WWomen who commute shorter
distances to feminized occupations tend to earn less than women who commute farther to male-
dominated occupations (Hanson and Pratt, 1995).

In contrast to studies emphasizing the effects of dispersed feminized occupations on
commutes, Wyly (1996; 1998) shows that, while women seek to minimize their work trips,
employment in feminized secondary- sector jobs has no independent effect on travel time. He
argues that the important connection between transportation and the labor market extends from
the relationship between women' s disproportionate (though diminishing) reliance on bus
trangportation and labor market segmentation. Among women who travel by bus, 49 percent
are employed in femde-dominated secondary occupations compared to 38 percent of solo
commuters (Wyly, 1998). These differences persst even when controlling for the
characterigtics of women using this mode of travel; travel by busis associated with an 8 percent
increase in segmentation (Wyly, 1998). Such findings suggest that policiesto increase
automobile access among low-income women may result in better jobs, grester employment

gability, and higher wages.
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Women' s short commutes may also be the product of welfare participants reliance on
place-based informeation networks. Socid networks are an integrd part of the job search
process for most workers (Granovetter, 1995). Some studies show that women, particularly
low-income women with children, rely on informd, neighborhood-level networks to connect
them to employment (Chapple, 2001; England, 1995; Gilbert, 1997, 1998; Hanson & Pratt,
1995). Many low-income women engage in localized job searches to minimize the high cods
associated with learning of and traveling to distant and dispersed job vacancies (Holzer &
Reazer, 2000). Women are dso more likely than men to engage in localized job searches
which extend from the rich sets of relationships that they deveop through their involvement with
families, locd employers, neighbors, and community inditutions (Gilbert, 1998).

The gpatial boundedness of women'sjob search does not necessarily lead to negetive
employment outcomes. Gilbert (1998) finds that the use of persond contacts among welfare
recipients was somewhat more likely to lead to employment in femae-dominated occupations,
however, she dso demongtirates the role of place-based persond networksin the surviva
drategies of African American and white working poor women with children. Chapple (2001)
finds that welfare recipients who obtained jobs through socia contacts found jobs that paid

more and were more satisfying than those who found jobs using other job search Strategies.

L ow-I ncome Women and Rever se Commute Services— A Policy Mismatch

So despite widespread support for a new generation of reverse commute trangit
sarvices, there is strong evidence that they will be ineffective in meeting the trangportation needs

of unemployed, sngle mothers. Mogt travel by wdfare recipients (and other commuiters, for
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that matter) is not in the reverse direction from central citiesto suburbs. Further, even if the job
prospects are better in suburban areas, long distance commutes can be costly—in terms of both
time and money—and difficult for angle mothers to sugan.

Y et many trangportation planners contend that effective reverse commute services are
necessary to help jobless, inner-city residents overcome difficulties associated with commuting
from centrd citiesto suburbs. As such, many counties are experimenting with more direct
central-city to suburb fixed-route public trangt service, vanpool programs, and guaranteed ride
home programs to dlow welfare participants a quick and easy ride home in case of emergencies
(American Public Trangt Association, 1999; Community Transportation Association of
America, nd; Rosenbloom, 1998). Rosenbloom (1998:53) findsthat “...most reverse-
commute services provided by trangt operators have been effective in increasing trangit
ridership...” Reducing the costs and increasing the convenience of central-city-to-suburb
sarvice should logicaly increase demand for thistype of travel (Rosenbloom, 1998).

However, the effects of reverse commute service on the employment outcomes of [ow-
income women with children are predicted but not demonstrated (Rosenbloom, 1998). Infact,
evauations of an earlier round of reverse commute demondration projects find that improved
bus service to outlying employment centers does not reduce unemployment in inner-city
neighborhoods (Rosenbloom, 1992; Transportation Research Board, 1999). Reverse
commute services are espedidly ill-suited to multi-destination, job-search trips. Y et, welfare
participants face the greatest trangportation difficulties when searching for work and having to
trave to multiple, unfamiliar destinations (Blumenberg, 2002; County of Los Angeles, 2000).

Once employed, reverse-commuting welfare participants will likdy face long journeysto work,

16



especidly if they depend on public trangt. 1n 1990, average drive-dong travel timesfrom
central cities to suburbs were close to 25 minutes, compared to approximately 15 minutes for
trips within the central city (Pisarski, 1996). This meansthat welfare recipients who reverse
commute are, at best, 25-minutes away from their children in case of emergencies. 1n arecent
reverse commute study, Cervero et d. (2002b) examined pesk trave timesin nine reverse-
direction trangt corridors in Cdifornia; they find thet average trave time by trangt is
goproximately four timesthat by car.

Findly, even if wdfare participants find suburban jobs and are able to successfully
negotiate their daily commutes, they would have difficulty sustaining these commutes when no
longer digible for trangportation subsidies. Most county welfare agencies remburse welfare
recipients for the costs of their employment-related travel. Welfare transportation assistance
may help subsidize longer commutes, but steedy work eventudly eiminates the subsidies,
reducing the atractiveness of distant jobs. To ease this problem, many counties have
implemented trangtiona assistance to aid welfare participants for a certain period of time once
they find employment and are no longer digible for ad. Eventudly, this, too, comesto an end.
Ultimatdy, wefare recipients become indigible for post-employment services and incur the full
costs of ther travel with, perhaps, fewer transportation options on which to rely.

Thus, for those wefare participants who face a spatial mismatch between their
resdentid locations and job opportunities, both the travel patterns common to low-income
sangle mothers and the employment congtraints such women face combine to gregily diminish the
atractiveness of distant suburban jobs. Long-distance commutes separate Sngle parents from

their children whose needs are not confined to non-work hours. Working single mothers often
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have sole respongbility for their children when they are Sck, in emergencies, or when their day
care arangementsfal. Long commutes are time consuming, and for trangt riders usudly
require waiting and transfers to get from home to school to work. Distant work locations thus
make it especidly chalenging for sngle mothers to balance home and work respongbilities.
Such factors should, at the very least, deter policymakers from promoting long-distance

commuting among low-income mothers.

Toward Effective Wdfare-to-Work Transportation Policies

Unfortunately, Smple, cookie-cutter solutions characterize most current welfare-to-
work trangportation policies. Many welfare-to-work transportation plans have been based
largdy on maps showing the locations of wefare participants and low-wage jobs. But to
deveop effective, targeted job-access transportation policies for welfare participants, planners
and policymakers must move beyond such smple maps of metropolitan structure to consider
the full array of factors that influence the travel behavior of wdfare participants. In particular,
such policies must account for the important role of gender in determining where welfare
recipients will look for work, how they are likely to conduct their job searches, and the mode
by which they trave to both employment and household- supporting destinations. Collectively,
the evidence on low-wage femde labor markets, sngle-parent households, and women'’ stravel
behavior suggests that to effectively meet the transportation needs of sngle mothers,
policymakers must focus their effortsin the following four policy aress.

Geographic targeting. Effective policies and programs must be tailored to the unique

characteridics of individua counties and, more importantly, neighborhoods within counties.
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Public trangt is mogt effective in places with dense concentrations of trip origins and
dedtinations, environments that justify frequent service that reduces waiting and transfer times
(Levinson, 1992). In neighborhoods with high dengties of both jobs and low-income residents,
welfare recipients are able to reach numerous employment opportunities within a reasonable
time using public trangt. For example, low-income women living adjacent to central business
digtricts can often find suitable service sector employment within a short commute on public
trandt. However, in low-income neighborhoods with few employment opportunities, the need
for longer commutes—even within the central city—will reduce the likelihood that welfare
recipients will find and keep employment. Many of these neighborhoods aready have high
levels of locd trangt service but suffer from poor inter-regiond trangt connectivity. These
neighborhoods require transportation services that reduce travel timesto job-rich
neighborhoods (e.g. rapid bus service, demand responsive service, express service, or freeway
flyers) aswell as policies to facilitate the use of private vehicles.

Job-Search Transportation. More than the generd population, welfare recipients
lead lives that are congantly in flux and, not surprisngly, these changes influence ther travel
behavior and needs. Changesin resdentia or employment location, for instance, affect how
wefarerecipientstrave. Smilarly, evidence suggests that, as welfare recipients move through
the various components of welfare-to-work programs, their transportation needs change.
Surveys conducted in Los Angeles and Fresno Counties in Cdifornia show that welfare
recipients perceive the greastest transportation difficulties during their search for employment
when they must travel to multiple and unfamiliar destinations (Blumenberg, 2002; County of Los

Angees, 2000). Trangportation problems are particularly acute for trangt-dependent job
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seekers who must create dally trip plans, take new and unfamiliar bus routes, and navigate
through unknown neighborhoods between trangit stops and job Sites to avoid being late for job
interviews. Once employed, transit-dependent welfare recipients report fewer trave difficulties,
snce they are commuting to known destinations and can routinize their travel (Blumenberg,
2002; County of Los Angedles, 2000). Therefore, transportation policies can aid welfare
recipients during the temporary, though highly variable, job-search phase of trangtioning into
paid work. Policy options for job seekers include taxi script programs, rentd car vouchers, and
detailed trangt trip itinerary planning.

Complex Travel Patterns. Simply focusng on the journey to work falsto
incorporate the array of factors that influence women’'stravel. Not surprisingly, robust
explanatory models of travel behavior consider the centra role of household-serving trave in
shaping commuting behavior. In recent years trangportation scholars have turned to more
behaviordly-based models of travel behavior that incorporate the role of out-of-home activities
(work, shopping, school, etc.), the complex interactions among household members, and the
influence of household sructure, life-cycle stage and lifestyle choices (Meyer and Miller, 2001).
Similarly, socid scientists have developed multivariate Satistical modds such as path andysis
(McLafferty & Preston, 1997) and covariance models (Wyly, 1996) to examine causa
relationships between and among variables in explaining work and trave choices.

Such andyses reved complex interactions among the determinants of women’stravel.
Women's employment, household responghilities, and housing choices are interrelated, and
these decisions affect and are affected by women’stravel behavior (Hanson and Pratt, 1988,

1995; Gilbert, 1998). Employment is not possible unless single mothers find appropriate
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childcare for their young children, are able purchase groceries, clothes, and other necessities for
the household, can attend to the educational and health needs of their children, and have the
ability to respond quickly to family emergencies asthey arise.  Policymakers, therefore, must
move beyond a narrow focus on the commute and recognize that work-related travel is
fundamentdly linked to other life-supporting travel and develop policies that enable Sngle
mothers to reach an array of destinations, often in long tours of linked trips.

Private Vehicles. Thereis mounting evidence that low-income travelers—particularly
low-income women—accrue sgnificant benefits from driving automobiles (Ong, 1996, Ong,
2002; Rosenbloom & Burns, 1994). Thus, in most cases private vehicles, not public transt, is
welfare recipients mode of choice. AsWaller and Hughes (1999:1) have written “In most
cases, the shortest distance between a poor person and ajob isaong alinedriveninacar.”
Therefore, policies should be adopted to help welfare participants purchase, insure, maintain,
and otherwise drive reliable automobiles.

Automobiles are strongly linked to the employment of welfare participants. Ong (1996;
2002) finds that wefare participants with automobiles have sgnificantly higher employment
rates, mean hours, and monthly earnings compared to welfare participants without automobiles.
In an andyss of Alameda County, Cdifornia, Cervero et al. (2002a) aso find that car
ownership sgnificantly increases the probability that wefare participants trangtion into the labor
market. While automobiles are not required for most jobs (Holzer & Danziger, 1998), they
enable wefare participants to morewiddly search for employment than can wefare participants
without cars. Moreover, private vehicles typicaly increase the number of available jobs located

within a reasonable commute distance (Blumenberg & Ong, 2001).
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But private vehicles are expensve to own and operate. Many welfare recipients report
that they cannot afford automobiles, either because of the high up-front costs of purchasing them
or because of ongoing cogts for insurance, fue, maintenance, repairs, and the like (Blumenberg,
2002; County of Los Angeles, 2000). Compared to adl working-age adults, low-income, Sngle
parents are less likely to have accessto private vehicles. Most welfare recipients have limited
access to vehicles (Blumenberg, 2002; County of Los Angeles, 2000) and must compete with
other adults for use of household cars. While more than 74 percent of low-income, sngle
parents and welfare recipients live in households with cars, the ratio between the number of
personsin the household and household cars is two to three times higher for low-income sngle
mothers than for dl working-age adults (Table 2). Additiondly, access to automobiles varies
subgtantidly acrossracid and ethnic groups, with African American recipients more likdy than
white, Higpanic, or Southeast Asan wdfare recipients to live in zero-vehicle households
(Blumenberg, 2002; County of Los Angeles, 2000).

Even though many studies demondrate the importance of automobilesin facilitating
employment, policiesto enable welfare recipients to buy and maintain cars arerare. In fact,
many states have enacted policies and regulationsto limit welfare participants from owning
reliable automobiles. Hdlf of dl states have vehicle asset limitations that cap the dollar value of
the vehicles owned by welfare participants (Urban Ingtitute, 2000). In states such as Cdifornia,
the asset limitation has been set so low ($4,650) that welfare participants can purchase only
older, lessrdiable vehicles (Los Angeles County, 2000).

Many, if not mogt, policymakers loathe promulgating policies and programs that might

be perceived as promoting auto use, thus contributing to traffic congestion, air pollution, and
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sprawl (Waler & Hughes, 1999). They are, perhaps, even more averse to policies that appear
to give welfare recipients something—in this case automobiles—for nothing. Such proposals
evoke the longstanding image promoted by former President Reagan of welfare recipients as
Cadillac-driving wefare queens, who live lavishly off the public largesse. Transportation
policies clearly need to address the negative effects of widespread auto use. But the potentia
contribution of auto-using welfare recipients to congestion and related problemsis clearly very
andl. Ye itislikdy that on largey symbalic grounds welfare recipients are pendized for their
poverty by policiesthat steer them toward modes of transportation, such as public trangt, that
may not be well suited to their needs.

M oving Women to Work

Policies intended to meet the transportation needs of welfare recipients, must be
informed by research on the lives, work, and travel of low-income, single mothers. The mae-
centered spatid mismatch hypothesis islikewise an ingppropriate mode on which to design
trangportation policies intended to serve working single mothers. On the scholarly front,
feminists have begun to re-conceptualize the spatid mismatch hypothesis. Burnell (1997:79)
arguesthat in a“good” modd of urban structure “...an urban area does not begin with the
‘featureless urban plain’ hypothesized in neoclassical modds; rather, it isa set of socid
inditutions that are likely to be spatidly specific...” Smilarly, Preston and McLafferty
(1999:388) contend that scholars must adopt a much broader definition of the spatid mismatch,
one that examines “...the geographica barriers to employment for inner city resdents that arise
from changing socia and economic relations and the impacts of those barriers on labor market

achievement.” Law (1999) argues that we must expand the existing framework for examining
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women and trangportation beyond studies of journey-to-work travel and think more broadly
about the relaionship between gender and daily mobility. Findly, Gilbert (1998) chdlenges us
to rethink the notion that the spatidly limited daily activity patterns of low-income women are
necessarily congraining since loca opportunity structures such as place-based personal
networks are essential in women’s daily surviva and, therefore, can be enabling.

A number of cregtive welfare-to-work trangportation programs have been implemented
as a consequence of welfare reform and the Job Access and Reverse Commute Program
(American Public Trangt Association, 1999; Community Transportation Association of
America, nd; Waler & Hughes, 1999). However, despite attempts—both scholarly and
applied—to broaden the spatid mismatch hypothesis, wdfare policy continues to rest primarily
on universaly-applied notions of urban form and travel behavior. This reiance on antiquated
ideas has created a policy mismatch between welfare participants and the programs intended to
meet their transportation needs. To facilitate the travel of low-income women, planners and
policymakers must promote a more gppropriate set of public paolicies; these policies must reflect
the diversity of urban neighborhoods, extend beyond the journey to work, account for the
changing needs of low-income women as they move through the welfare program, and

acknowledge the centra role of automobilesin metropolitan life today.
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Tablel: AccesstoLowWage Jobs

L os Angeles Neighbor hoods with High Concentrations of Welfar e Recipients*

Accessble jobswithin a30-
minute commute
Ratio of Autosto
Neghborhoods Location Public Trangt | Automobile Public Trangt
Boyle Heights East Los Angeles 93,254 583,730 6.3
Little Phnom Penh Long Beach 21,689 149,364 6.9
Monterey Park East Los Angdles 5,966 418,581 70.2
Pacoima San Fernando Valey 7,733 214,255 27.7
Pico Union Centrd Los Angdes 118,990 615,700 5.2
Watts South Los Angdles 8,001 468,561 58.6
West Adams Centrd Los Angeles 55,890 583,035 104

*Dataon travel time by mode are from the Southern Cdifornia Association of Governments. The

number of low-wage jobs located within these 30-minute commute buffers was estimated usng

census tract-level employment data from the American Business Indtitute, Inc. See Blumenberg

and Ong, 2001.
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Table2: Travd Patterns of the Poor

Working- Low-Income, Wefare Recipients
AgeAdults* | Single Parents*
United States LosAngdes** | Fresno***

Daily person tripsby trip destination
Work 18% 9% 11% 9%
Home 33% 33% 36% 33%
Shopping 14% 15% 13% 22%
Other 35% 44% 40% 22%
Digtribution of workersby mode
Car Driver 90% 80% 50% 68%
Car Passenger 2% 6% 10% 18%
Public Trangt 5% 9% 26% 7%
Wak 3% 4% 7% 6%
Other 1% 0% 2% 1%
Personal Vehicles
Vehidein housshold 97% 82% S56%0* *** 4%
Personsin household to
household vehicles 16:1 31:1 na 44:1
Commute Distance (miles) 13 8 7 8
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Commute Time (minutes) ‘ 22 ‘ 17 ‘ NA NA

Source: *Natiorwide Personal Transportation Survey (1995)°. **County of Los Angeles (2000).
***Blumenberg (2002). ****The percentage of welfare recipients who report owning &t least one

vehide
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The findings of these studies are summarized in a series of comprehengve literature reviews on
the topic the most recent of which are Ihlanfeldt and Sjoquist (1998) and Preston and

McL afferty (1999).

Some critics of the spatial mismatch hypothesis argue that race or transportation mode better
predict racid variations in employment among the poor than spatia proximity.

? References to the spatial mismatch hypothesis are widespread despite the fact that federal
legidation limits spending on forma reverse commute programs to no more than $10 million per
fiscd year.

* Some studies show that African American women living in central dities face longer commutes
than other workers due to their lower incomes and more limited access to persona vehicles
(McLafferty & Preston, 1996, 1997). However, it isimportant not to conflate long-distance
commutes with travel from centrd citiesto suburbs. Even within the centrd city, travel from
job-poor destinations to employment locations may require long travel times.

® Low-income, single parents are defined according to the method used by Murakami and
Young (1997). A person isdefined as low-income, single parent if they are the sole parent and
livein ahousehald of 1-2 persons with a household income of less than $10,000, or 3-4
persons with household income of less than $20,000, or 5+ persons with a household income of

less than $25,000. Working-age is defined as ages 16 to 64.
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