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Study Origin
Regional transportation planning is 
rooted in quantitative data and modeling
However…
• Quantitative data 

• Can not tell us about the types of trips people are 
unable to make 

• Can not tell us about the impact those missing trips 
have on their lives. 

• Does not give us a robust understanding of the 
underlying values, beliefs, preferences, and 
constraints that influence people’s travel decisions. 

And …
• Black, Indigenous, people of color, and lower-income 

people are underrepresented in regional transportation 
planning decisions.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Missing trips leads to missed medical appointments, lost job opportunities, deferred educational pursuits, and frayed social networks. Transportation planning at the regional level is rooted in data and modeling. Large regional and national household travel surveys collect data on the general population to explain how many trips are made, where they start, where they end, and what purpose they serve. Equipped with this information, agencies build systemwide models that represent the population’s revealed travel preferences. If agencies’ aimed to uphold the status quo, household travel surveys would help them achieve that goal. However, for many individuals, the status quo is not working. Transportation systems in the United States have been built on a history of injustice and racial and economic segregation. Many communities have been left out of transportation planning conversations and priorities, and the transportation system as it exists today does not meet their needs. Revealed preference data cannot tell us about the types of trips people are unable to make and the impact those missing trips – such as missed medical appointments, lost job opportunities, deferred educational pursuits, and frayed social networks – have on their lives. Agencies struggle to achieve adequate sample sizes to describe the general population, let alone understand nuanced within-group patterns for underrepresented groups, such as BIPOC people, people with disabilities, and people with lower household incomes (1) (2). Further, quantitative and survey data cannot give us a robust understanding of the underlying values, beliefs, preferences, and constraints that influence people’s travel decisions. 
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Study Purpose
Planning for a more inclusive 
and responsive system
• Better understand why and how residents in the 

Minneapolis-St. Paul region travel in their daily lives.
• Understand how our region’s transportation system 

works for the people who live here.
• Collect qualitative data about how people travel using 

interviews and small group discussions. 
• Supplement quantitative transportation data to help 

make better decisions about transportation policies in 
the region.

• Focus on people and groups who have the hardest 
time getting where they need to go.
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Approach

Conversation-based research
• Small group discussions with residents.
• Community partners commissioned to identify and organize participants.
• Participants organized into groups based on common identities to increase 

openness and willingness to share.
• Discussions held in places and times that work best for residents.
• Discussion facilitators asked questions about feelings, attitudes, and 

perceptions of travel that encourage storytelling.
• Incentive cards for participants.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“Small group discussions” and “focus groups” are used synonymously throughout the presentation. Community partners included mostly community-based organizations, but also a few independent community leaders. We paid each community partner $250 for help organizing at least four people and gave participants a $50 Visa gift card.
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Tasks

COMPLETE
Equity workshop
Workshop with 21 Met Council, Metro Transit, and MnDOT staff to help guide 
the research plan
Review of relevant work
15 local plans, policies, and studies, 11 research papers, and 2 peer 
interviews
Research plan
Target audiences, participant recruitment, and focus group strategy
Focus groups
29 small groups; encourage storytelling and value-sharing; between 2-10 
participants per group; 184 people total; mix of in-person and virtual
Draft analysis
Initial analysis following focus groups

UPCOMING
Follow-up Focus 
Groups
Circle back with select 
participants and ask if 
the research findings 
make sense
Final Analysis
Final findings and 
recommendations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The research team applied thematic coding to transcripts from the 29 focus groups. Thematic coding is common in qualitative transportation research and helps identify patterns throughout the data (19), A coding schema was initially developed based on study goals and the focus group instrument. As analysis was underway and new themes and concepts emerged, additional codes were added and codes were re-grouped or organized to better match the data. By the end of the data collection period, codes reached saturation among all the identity groups; while the individual stories were new, the themes and patterns were largely consistent
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Date (2023) Community Partner Venue County Num. Participants

January 27 Emma B Howe YMCA Emma B Howe YMCA, Coon Rapids Anoka 5

February 1 Emma B Howe YMCA Emma B Howe YMCA, Coon Rapids Anoka 2

February 16 Hastings Family Services Virtual Dakota 3

February 16 Hastings Family Services Hastings Family Service Dakota 7

March 1 Minnesota Indian Women's Resource Center Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource 
Center, Minneapolis Hennepin 5

March 16 Sabathani Community Center Sabathani Senior Housing, Minneapolis Hennepin 7

March 22 Apple Valley Senior Center Apple Valley Senior Center Dakota 8

March 23 White Bear School District White Bear Lake South Campus School Ramsey 8

March 23 White Bear School District White Bear Lake South Campus School Ramsey 7

March 30 Hopkins Activity Center Hopkins Activity Center Hennepin 7

April 5 Esperanza United Virtual Ramsey 4

April 5 Valley Friendship Club First Presbyterian Church, Stillwater Washington 8

April 11 Emma Norton Residence Emma Norton Residence, St. Paul Ramsey 6

April 19 Hamline Women's Resource Center Hamline University, St. Paul Ramsey 2

April 26 Urban Roots Urban Roots, St. Paul Ramsey 9

April 27 Minnesota Chinese Cultural Services Center Rondo Community Library, St. Paul Ramsey 4

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Focus groups organized with community partners around identities in all 7-counties. Purpose for showing this slide and the next is not 
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Date (2023) Community Partner Venue County Num. Participants

May 3 Hallie Q. Brown Community Center Hallie Q. Brown Community Center, St. 
Paul Hennepin 6

May 3 Pillsbury United Communities Brian Coyle Center, Minneapolis Hennepin 8

May 3 Pillsbury United Communities Brian Coyle Center, Minneapolis Hennepin 9

May 3 Pillsbury United Communities Brian Coyle Center, Minneapolis Hennepin 8

May 10 Hope Harbor (Salvation Army) Salvation Army, Minneapolis Hennepin 8

May 11 The Urban Village The Urban Village, St. Paul Ramsey 7

May 11 The Urban Village The Urban Village, St. Paul Ramsey 6

May 26 Lao Assistance Center Lao Assistance Center, Minneapolis Hennepin 8

June 12 Waconia Food Shelf Waconia Food Shelf Carver 3

June 12 Waconia Food Shelf Waconia Food Shelf Carver 6

June 13 Korean Service Center Korean Service Center, Minneapolis Hennepin 10

June 29 Shakopee Community Assistance Staff Member St John's Lutheran Church, Shakopee Scott 5

June 27 Eastern Carver County Schools Intercultural Liaison Chaska Community Center Carver 9

184

Presenter
Presentation Notes
184 total participants across 29 focus groups
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Demographics Transportation Needs in 

Daily Life Study Participants
2018-2019 Household Travel 

Survey
Twin Cities 7-County 

Region (ACS)

Population Total 184 13,585 3,136,376

Race
(n=177)

Asian 21% 4% 8%
Black or African American 32% 3% 10%

Native American or American 
Indian 5% 0% 1%

White 33% 86% 74%
Two or more races 3% 4% 5%

Other 6% 1% 2%
Ethnicity
(n=161) Hispanic or Latino 16% 1% 7%

Ability
(n=67) Living with a disability 36% 4% 10%

Gender
(n=182)

Female 65% 53% 50%
Male 34% 46% 50%
Other 2% 1% Not collected

Location
(n=157)

Anoka 4% 8% 12%
Carver 8% 2% 3%
Dakota 10% 10% 14%

Hennepin 39% 31% 41%
Ramsey 30% 13% 18%

Scott 3% 3% 5%
Washington 5% 6% 8%

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Focused on talking to people and groups who have the hardest time getting where they need to go. Historically, BIPOC, lower income, and people living with disabilities have been disproportionately burdened with transportation system challenges. Participants filled out an optional post-discussion survey to self-identify and this table shows those numbers compared to the 2018-2019 Household Travel Survey and to the 7-county region.The Household Travel Survey also sampled people from outside the 7-county metro.Regional statistics come from the 2021 America Community Survey 5-year Estimates.
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J’s Story

“I live here in Hastings, but I've also lived in St. Paul ... 
It is myself and my 9-year-old son. We actually have 
been technically homeless this last year. I am used to 

having my own place and a vehicle. I used public 
transportation in the past which had both good and bad 
experiences, both single and with my child. But I'm used 
to driving myself. This year I have not had a car, and 

being down the river there's no transportation 
options. It makes it extremely difficult to get him to 

appointments or to get grocery shopping even, just simple 
paths. We walk everywhere and with it being winter 
it's definitely difficult. So, I lived in St. Paul for that 

reason because at least we could jump on the bus or a 
train and get where we need to go, but down here you're 

in trouble because you do not have any options 
unless you want to pay for Smart Ride.”

“ Right now, as far as transportation goes, nothing is 
going well me or my child… We have important things 

lined up to get housing. There are intake appointments 
for that that I can't get to. I can't get to probation 
meetings at the courthouse. There's important 

meetings that need to be met that I can't get to with 
the cold. Other times when it's nice, I can bike or walk. 
My son is right along with me, he loves it. But when it's 

cold like this, I have health issues and it makes it almost 
impossible to make it to appointments that aren't 

necessity appointments… [Hastings Family Service] 
has a lot of events. There is a lot that me and my son 

miss because of Transportation… So aside from just the 
medical thing, socially there's a lot that gets missed 
from lack of transportation. And there's also a lot of 
essential, non-medical, that get missed because of 

lack of transportation.”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The stories we heard are often challenging to hear but illuminate the complicated decisions people must make every day. Goal: Our Region is Dynamic & Resilient; Objectives: People can better meet their daily needs using affordable travel options beyond driving alone with fewer barriers.Goal: Our Communities are Healthy & Safe; Objectives: People are better connected by transportation to community and cultural resources that support their physical, emotional, and mental well-being.
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Preliminary Findings (1)
‘Transit dependent’ and ‘transit reliant’ are imprecise 
labels for many people who do not have reliable 
transportation in the region.

“ We have lived here 22 years. It is also difficult for us to transport 
ourselves because there is no bus. Right now, I work in Hugo and my 
son is the one bringing me and picking me up. Sometimes he says, 'Why 
me again?’ I say, ‘Well, you're the driver.’”

– Focus group for Latino caregivers, Ramsey County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are some preliminary findings with a clarifying quote to highlight one of many people’s comments on the topic.NOTE: These photos are not of actual participants, they were chosen to illustrate the findings.Referring to people as “transit dependent” is imprecise in several ways.First, it reduces credit that ought to be ascribed to their support network.Second, it oversimplifies what is both a complex challenge for participants and a modeling input for those who measure travel demand.Third, the term indicates that people labeled as “transit dependent” are actually depending on transit for travel, when in reality, the transit service does not meet their travel needs. 
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Preliminary Findings (2)
People’s fears about interpersonal violence while 
traveling includes police officers, especially when 
using transit

“ We talk about this. When we come out of school cops are always by 
the train station, they know we lose our ID or bus pass and they take 
that seriously, to a point where even people end up getting tickets/in court 
and have to do community service or in juvenile detention. If we ride for 
free, it doesn’t affect the city budget, so for them to use that as a prison 
pipeline, especially when students are coming out of school – that has 
been our focus for years now.”

– Focus group for African youth, Hennepin County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Goal: Our Communities are Healthy & Safe; Objective: People feel safer, more comfortable, and more welcome on all forms of transportation.Goal: Our Region is Equitable & Inclusive; Objectives: Disparate impacts, harms, and injustices to Black people, Indigenous people, and people of color are repaired and eliminated.A notable number of stories from the focused group detailed violence while traveling. Their stories of experiencing violence, abuse, and racial profiling from officers while on transit were profound. These concerns are real and severe; people with options can tailor their travel to avoid interaction with police, and people without options find themselves in uncomfortable or unsafe situations because of them. We recognize that this is not a new finding per se; BIPOC communities have been sounding the alarm about police violence for decades or longer (25). But these findings are only now being widely recognized and institutionalized into transportation planning and policy decisions.
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Preliminary Findings (3)

People’s experiences with interpersonal violence 
shape how and when they choose to travel, 
especially for Black and brown participants and 
people experiencing housing insecurity.

“ Sometimes I’m very isolated [i.e., vulnerable] because I'm Hispanic. 
We get scared because we get attacked for being Hispanic. We are 
hit for being Hispanic. I feel like it isn't safe. Just because someone looks 
Hispanic, people want to rob them, hit them, humiliate them, mistreat 
them. So, a lot of people are afraid to use public transportation for the fear 
of being attacked. Because of so many things that have happened these 
days, these years, everything that happened with a certain person. I feel 
like it would scare them.

– Focus group for Latino caregivers, Ramsey County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Goal: Our Communities are Healthy & Safe; Objective: People feel safer, more comfortable, and more welcome on all forms of transportation.During the focus groups, participants shared stories of witnessing or experiencing violence on transit or while they were walking, which discouraged them from taking transit or walking in the future. Even people’s experience with verbal   or physical violence unrelated to transportation influenced their travel choices; they may seek out modes of transportation they perceive as safer, as they often feel that they are on “high alert” frequently while they are traveling. These stories came up more often in focus groups with Black, brown, or housing-insecure people. The participant speaking in Quote 4 described being targeted for being Hispanic.
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Preliminary Findings (4)

Fears of traffic safety and environmental risks 
shape people’s experiences while in transport.

“ I’m content with just being at home. I would like to catch a bus to go 
downtown to Target and see the new Dayton. But I would go visit my 
daughter and go to bingo if I had a car. But I would not want to drive 
to bingo because I’m fearful of road rage, freeways are crowded.

– Focus group for Lao adults, Hennepin County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our Communities are Healthy & Safe; Objective: People feel safer, more comfortable, and more welcome on all forms of transportation.Under healhty and safe goal, objective: People are better connected by transportation to community and cultural resources that support their physical, emotional, and mental well-being.Goal: Our Region is Dynamic & Resilient; objective: people can better meet their daily needs using affordable travel options beyond driving alone with fewer barriers.Fear of being struck while walking or biking stopped people from using these modes or allowing their children to walk or bike. Weather-related risks also constrained people’s options and decisions. Snowplows clear the roads for driving while blocking corners for people walking, rolling, or trying to access the bus, and icy or unshoveled sidewalks increase the risk of falling. Extreme heat and extreme cold alike created danger for people if their modes of travel left them exposed to the elements, especially for older adults. One person struggled to choose between staying on the bus and facing an unsafe passenger or getting off the bus to have to wait 45 minutes in sub-zero temperatures for the next one – an unacceptable choice for any traveler to need to make. While perceptions of safety influencing travel behavior are not new findings in themselves, this work collectively indicates the immense toll that safety- and security-related concerns have on those who are traveling. In addition to the general stress caused by these fears, people often must make painful tradeoffs to meet their daily needs, often choosing between current pain and opportunities for future pain.
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Preliminary Findings (5)
Fear for one’s safety and security while traveling is 
a defining feature of how people make travel 
choices.

“ I feel like as women, we live with that every day, despite any 
transportation method we use. You're just situationally aware, like 
this [expletive] is coming up right behind me or, you know, he's following 
me, or are they following me? I don't want nobody knowing where I live. I'll 
even go different way, I'll go around the block, like is he still following 
me?"

– Focus group for women 
experiencing housing insecurity, 

Ramsey County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our Communities are Healthy & Safe; Objective: People feel safer, more comfortable, and more welcome on all forms of transportation.The fears mentioned in the previous finding appear to be nearly universal, although the specifics of these fears differ by population. People talk about safety and security with each other and make decisions based on other people’s experiences or perceptions they have heard, especially related to safety on transit and decision about when to travel to downtown Minneapolis and downtown Saint Paul. Fear for safety leads to constant vigilance about one’s surroundings while traveling, worry about the decisions and options loved ones make when traveling, and even potentially isolation and unmet travel needs when safety and security fears stop people from traveling. The mental load people carry around safety and security are significant. The burden of this fear is also inequitably distributed throughout the region. Black and brown participants, women, LGBTQ+ participants, and participants experiencing housing insecurity expressed fears based on personal trauma or violence that had happened to them or people in their community (including police violence). 
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Preliminary Findings (6)
People’s relationships with their professional 
drivers/operators (including transit and ride-hailing) 
are important factors in transportation satisfaction 
and feelings of safety while traveling.

“ We definitely need to retain people to have compassion and patience. 
Definitely have something in town that is personal and affordable for 
everybody. I wanted to cuss for a second but had to stop myself. Be 
patient with vulnerable adults, children, people, just be kind. You 
don't know what kind of day people are having. Dispatchers give [my 
child who has a disability] attitude.”

– Focus group for people without 
reliable transportation, Dakota County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our Communities are Healthy & Safe; Objective: People feel safer, more comfortable, and more welcome on all forms of transportation.Stories about relationship with transit drivers were common during transit-centered focused groups, and these (often singular) experiences substantially impact riders’ experiences of travel, both positively and negatively. This is especially true for people who have a disability (and their caregivers), older adults, and people of color, who frequently reported negative and often stigmatizing behavior from drivers. This relationship can either reinforce or undermine people’s sense of dignity and connection to the system and community. 
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Preliminary Findings (7)
Traffic safety is a looming concern for all, and 
driving triggers anxiety for many people – especially 
faster driving conditions like freeways.

“ Previously, I didn't drive. I had panic attacks, okay. I would [get stressed] 
in my shoulders and my head. After three years, I started driving but I 
wouldn’t drive far because I crashed on the freeway… I would think to 
myself ‘How am I going to get to work? How am I going to get to work’ 
This was an enormous stress for me. Truly. The truth is that I was losing 
sleep [over it].”

– Focus group for Latino caregivers, Ramsey County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our Communities are Healthy & Safe; Objective: People feel safer, more comfortable, and more welcome on all forms of transportation.Under healthy and safe goal, objective: People do not die or face life-changing injuries on all forms of transportation.Also under healthy & safe, people are better connected by transportation to community and cultural resources that support their physical, emotional, and mentla well-being.Traffic safety is oftentimes top of mind for vulnerable road users – people who walk and bike. But we also heard about traffic safety concerns from drivers. Drivers experienced anxiety especially in high-speed environments. Several participants mentioned avoiding freeways and highways, which limits their capacity to travel and meet their daily needs. This finding may be counterintuitive for some transportation engineers, as statistically speaking, well-designed limited access highways can be safer than arterials with at-grade intersections. But if a crash does occur at high speeds, the outcome is oftentimes severe – and people are sensitive to this risk. Highways have long been barriers for people who walk, bike, and roll; this finding suggests they can be significant barriers for drivers too. 
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Preliminary Findings (8)
Health shapes transportation needs.

“ I have some medical problems and I cannot walk for that long, so I have 
to have a car for transportation to the doctor, groceries, church, I have to 
have a car. I have two growing children, thank God they're not little but my 
son isn't easy when you have to keep asking for rides. I don't want to be 
a burden on friends or family. It's expensive to not have a car, I don't 
know what I would do to get far away. I’m on social security, my money 
would disappear in transportation.”

– Person who is transit dependent, Scott County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These can be interdependent. Transportation, or the lack of it, can also impact health. Any comments to that side of it too?
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Engagement Findings

Meeting people where they are at
• People like discussion formats and convening in 

places that are familiar to them
• Many of our key identity groups are hard to reach
• Many community organizations are stretched thin and, 

as a result, difficult to reach
• Coordinating focus groups is time-intensive
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Call to action

“ Can I ask you a question? Why are you asking about our identity? How 
are you going to use this question? So, once they find out all that 
information, are they going to make changes? I appreciate you telling me 
that, but I'm going to be honest. I feel like even telling my story and 
sharing my reality, nothing's going to come of it. I hope we are 
actually being heard, not being overlooked.”

– Native American woman, Hennepin County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The stories we heard are often challenging to hear but illuminate the complicated decisions people must make every day. 



Jonathan Ehrlich
Senior Manager, Transportation Research
jonathan.ehrlich@metc.state.mn.us
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