
Women’s Diverse Travel Needs Often GoOverlooked

Women have transportation needs that have not historically been met in

urban environments. The regional transportation system was traditionally

designed around the need to quickly get to work at central locations at peak

periods. Women tend to carry significantly more of the care-giving burdens of

society and thus need a system that works safely for traveling with others to a

variety of locations at all times of day. Women also represent a large portion

of older populations who have unique transportation needs that are not

well-served by our system built around driving and work destinations.

Women, especially women of color, are more likely to live in poverty and have

lower earnings for the same jobs as men (Figure 3), which impacts many

aspects of transportation needs.

With the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic, we saw a greater trend towards

telecommuting for some people and continued trends in aging. Housing

prices continue to soar and childcare options continue to degrade. With these

new considerations at play, compounded with the existing burdens on

women, when will the transportation system evolve for women across diverse

backgrounds?
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The Puget Sound Regional Council Household Travel Survey

provides data on travel bywomen

The Puget Sound Regional Household Travel Survey contains detailed

information about travel behaviors by race, ethnicity, gender, income, and

location. The rich travel survey data source reveals the diversity women’s

experiences of travel throughout the region. Through the analysis of the

Regional Household Travel Survey in this report, key trends have emerged that

differentiate women resident’s travel patterns frommen’s travel patterns

across all modes. The 2017, 2019, and 2021 household travel surveys collected

day-to-day information from households in the central Puget Sound region,

such as how we traveled, where we went, how long it took—even where we

chose to live and whether we got home deliveries, prior to COVID-19 and after.

This report starts with comparing travel by gender, during the stable period

prior to COVID-19, and then dives into some broader, national trends, and

finishes by taking a glance at recent trends that occurred in 2021, during

COVID-19. Data from 2017 and 2019 have combined to give a more robust

sample size. You can also view the full dataset here, including 2017, 2019 and

2021 data.

Travel demands put different pressures onwomen

Women’s trips are more varied to a broader spread of destinations and are

more likely to primarily serve the needs of someone else (Figure 1). Women

are more likely to live in a car-free or car-light household, take more trips with

other people, take fewer single-occupant car trips than men, and are more

likely to carpool or get a ride from a family member or friend if they don’t have

a driver’s license.
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Women in households with more than two people tend to travel more with

other people than men (Figure 2). Transit is often not well set up for people

who are traveling with strollers. The walk and bike network are not built out for

people of all ages to use.
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Gender and race intersect in transportation needs

Some women of color experience poverty and low auto ownership at much

higher rates than others. Figure 3 below highlights that women in some racial

groups experience greater disparity in earnings compared to other racial

groups. Other women experience greater differences compared to men.

Learn more about how we can redesign and shape our cities through a more

equitable process in Leslie Kern’s book entitled Feminist City.

Women of color use transitmost

Women of color in the region used transit on more of their trips than men and

white, non-Hispanic women-prior to COVID-19- as shown in Figure 4. Women

of color used transit on nearly double the share of their trips as compared to

white, non-Hispanic women. Women of color most likely used transit more

than white, non-Hispanic women because of having lower incomes, fewer au-

tos, and living in more transit-friendly areas, but more data is needed to con-

firm this hypothesis.
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Women bike far less thanmen

Women bike much less than men, regardless of race and ethnicity or income.

Some of this is undoubtedly because of bike network design does not feel

well-suited or safe for all people of different ages and abilities. There are

many considerations as to why women do not feel comfortable riding

bicycles as a form of transit, as seen in a study performed by the

Institute for Transportation and Development Policy in 2022. The inclusion of

designated bike lanes, not only that increase comfort and safety for

individuals, but also make traveling with children or larger cargo bikes easier

would help create more accessibility and user-friendly options. Additionally,

increased education about bike routes and access to bikes as a means to

developing a biker’s comfort and familiarity with bike safety, would help aid in

bike commuting ease.

As a result of some of these considerations not being implemented, in 2019

only 6,000 bike trips were made by non-binary folks in the central Puget

Sound region, and 30,000 bike trips were made by women, but 74,000 were
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made by men (Figure 5).

Not only are certain modalities not conducive to the ways in which women

move about their environment, but there is also the concern for safety.

The Institute for Transportation and Development Policy in 2022 reported that

even though women chose biking less often than men, there was still an

active participation in dialogues about how to increase user uptake and

accessibility with biking because they deemed it a way to remain safe from

harassment or negative transit or walking encounters that they experienced.

Women should not have to choose between safety concerns.

How can the transportation and land use system better accommodate older

people, household maintenance and caregiving needs? Addressing these

questions will improve the system for all genders.

Regional and nationwide data show similar constraints

The findings from Understanding How Women Travel about women’s mode

choices, how likely they are to travel with others in their care, and their

complex trip-chaining patterns, could all inform adjustments to Metro’s fare
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policy to make it more equitable towards women and more cost-competitive

with driving and carpooling. Women take shorter more local trips, as opposed

to long highway trips. In the central Puget Sound region, women’s median trip

distance is around 3 miles, whereas men’s median trip distance is around 4

miles (source: 2017/2019 Household Travel Survey). Findings about women’s

trip purposes and primary responsibility for household errands could all

inform the way transit vehicles, transit stations, and bus stops are designed,

so that space for traveling with others and carrying belongings could be

better accommodated. Findings about when women are traveling, and

average trip lengths could inform new service offerings that meet a mid-day

peak travel demand and more local service.

Another consideration for amending transit and transportation access is that,

on average, women tend to live longer than men, so that at older ages there

are many more women who have unique travel needs than men (Figure 6).

Women represent a greater share of the older population who needs more

specialized transportation services, and less service to work locations.
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Changes brought about by COVID-19 pandemic

Although there were apparent disparities in the 2017/2019 data, COVID-19

brought about abrupt changes to the transportation landscape in 2021. The

2021 Household Travel survey showed big changes in travel behavior. More

people were walking and biking, and fewer people were using transit. Many

more people also now had the opportunity to telework. Although women

teleworked more than men before COVID-19, the data shows this increased

even more in 2021. In 2021, 41% of women teleworked, as compared to 33% of

men (Figure 7). The difference between telework rates relates to women’s job

sectors as compared to men, and also household responsibilities. Women of

color were about as likely to telework as white, non-Hispanic women.

Women of color continued to use transitmore during COVID-19

Post-COVID-19, people of color continued to use transit more than white,

non-Hispanic people. Women of color were still more likely than white, non-

Hispanic women to ride transit. Most likely the women of color who still used
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transit lacked other options, but more investigation is needed. The largest

drop in transit mode shares were for white, non-Hispanic men.

Trip purposes by gender changed from 2017/2019 to 2021

Not only were there changes in the trips made to work for men and women,

but overall trip purpose changed from 2017/2019 to 2021 (Figure 9). COVID-19

brought about an increase in social, recreational, or restaurant/meal pick-ups

in 2021 for both men and women, but women surpassed men in the

percentage of these trips made. For more information or differences seen in

deliveries versus trips made, visit PSRC’s website for a more in-depth analysis.

Additionally, although it appeared as though women made fewre trips

escorting additional family members (from 13% to 8%), men’s trips remained

at about 7%, which means that overall trips changed, possibly due to the

increase in women’s telecommute behaviors or lack of activities outside of the

home. Overall, women made more trips than men in all other categories

besides work or school trips.
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Conclusion

With increased care-taking demands, and with women more likely to live in

poverty and having less employment and lower incomes than men, there are

many aspects of transit and transportation modalities that need to be

reassessed to support women’s needs. Women of color need a robust transit

network with more reliable service throughout the day. Biking, walking, and

transit don’t always feel accessible or safe, and access to a vehicle isn’t

always available to women. While an increase in telework has removed some

of the trip-chaining burden for women, we need to consider how we create

and manage transportation so that it may be equitable to all. Transit,

especially, needs to be designed around women of color, since they use

transit more than other groups. While we are working towards a more

non-binary understanding of gendered data, we acknowledge that much of

the data presented above does analyze information and patterns in a binary

manner.

Download the data used in this Trend.
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