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Executive Summary 
This study examines downtown San José residents’ experiences of transportation insecurity and the 
strategies they use to cope with a lack of adequate transportation. The goal of the investigation is 
to gain insight into how people experience and respond to transportation insecurity, and to 
contribute anthropological knowledge on transportation insecurity with the aim of supporting 
improvements to transportation systems. 

The research shows that many residents experience transportation insecurity as excess time 
consumption, a trend which has persisted for some during the COVID-19 pandemic. Instances 
of transportation insecurity tend to occur in one of three forms: congested traffic, convoluted travel
schedules, and service complications. In addition, each instance tends to cause worry and distress, 
and limits what people can do. Residents respond to the issue by changing transit modes or altering 
their trip. During the COVID-19 pandemic, experiences of transportation insecurity related to 
automobiles decreased while experiences of transportation insecurity related to public transit 
increased. 

Transportation insecurity limits people’s transportation options. Among the study participants, 
transportation insecurity occurs repeatedly. Participants were able to cope with lacking adequate 
transportation, but their strategies exact a social and/or monetary cost, such as missing out on an 
event or spending more money transportation than preferred, that accumulates over time. 
Solutions to these issues may need to focus on the social realm of transportation and promote usage
of infrastructure that already exists. For future research, the researchers recommend a larger sample
size and a focus on a single mode of transportation to streamline the research and facilitate a better
comparison between experiences. 
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1. Introduction 
Transportation connects people and grants access to other resources and opportunities such as 
food, work, and leisure. This understanding situates transportation as a key resource in many 
people’s livelihoods, whether or not they are conscious of its role. Because of the implicit 
importance of transportation, anthropological discussion of people’s interactions with 
transportation can yield benefits for the future development and improvement of urban quality of 
life. For example, when transportation options are inadequate, mobility options can be insufficient 
or too costly, resulting in a phenomenon known as transportation insecurity: the lack of adequate 
transportation necessary for a healthy and productive life. Because chronic transportation 
insecurity may cause significant adverse effects to people’s lives, understanding when and how 
people experience transportation insecurity, and how they deal with it can, can provide important 
insights that can aid in improving transit systems and urban infrastructure. This paper will examine 
San José residents’ experiences with transportation insecurity and document the options they use 
to deal with inadequate transportation issues. 

1.1 Problem Statement 

In many cases around the world, there is inequity in the accessibility and availability of 
transportation infrastructure due to urban planning that favors certain groups and places over 
others (Sadana 2018). This imbalance can result in transportation insecurity or transportation 
deserts—areas lacking transportation supply (Jiao and Dillivan 2013)—making it difficult to 
conduct essential daily activities for many people. These limitations have serious effects on people’s 
social, material, and cultural connections, as inadequate transportation limits access to jobs, 
schools, socialization, and other opportunities (Firat 2016; Gaither 2016; Jobson 2018; Sheller 
2015; Yarrington 2015). To understand the breadth of this effect, this study focuses on three 
questions: (1) How do people experience transit insecurity?; (2) How do people cope with 
transportation insecurity?; and (3) What are the felt individual-level impacts of transportation 
insecurity? 

1.2 Significance 

By contributing to knowledge about San José residents’ transportation experiences and coping 
strategies in the face of transportation insecurity, this research contributes to institutional and 
anthropological knowledge on transportation insecurity as a resource insecurity. Additionally, 
understanding how transportation insecurity affects people’s daily lives may help inform ways to 
create a more reliable and resilient transportation system. People’s stories about their 
transportation use may also reveal long-standing issues beyond transportation itself. 
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2. Methodology 
The concept of transportation insecurity is fairly new in the academic literature. This study’s 
analysis of transportation insecurity, therefore, is situated on insights from established fields of 
inquiry that contribute to transit insecurity studies: mobility, the politics of transportation 
infrastructure, and resource insecurity. 

2.1 Relevant Literature 

Mobility 

Mobility refers to people’s ability to move between and within different places, which has profound 
impacts on people’s social, physical, cultural, and economic wellbeing. Multiple studies show that 
people who lack mobility are more likely to experience weakened social bonds, lack of access to 
healthcare and job opportunities, or less freedom for other activities (Gaither 2016; Roberts 2008;
Sheller 2015; Yarrington 2015). Comprehensive transportation systems—such as buses, lightrails, 
and trains—facilitate mobility and enables people to connect to resources and social engagement 
(Cornelius et al. 2017). For example, public buses are a major social network for elderly people 
because the bus takes them to places while being a meeting point and a symbol of independence 
(Roberts 2008). Adequate transportation, however, may be difficult to provide to everyone because
people have different demands for transportation. When comprehensive transportation options are
limited, people may be forced to rely on individualistic modes of transportation (such as cars) that 
contribute to problems like traffic congestion (Jiao and Bischak 2019; Gould-Werth et al. 2018). 
Transportation insecurity often limits the mobility of vulnerable populations such as disabled and 
elderly people, regular medical patients, people with low incomes, and residents of peripheral 
neighborhoods (Cornelius et al. 2017; Firat 2016; Jobson 2018; Roberts 2008). At that point, 
where people cannot access adequate transportation, they are often forced to turn to alternative 
sources of mobility such as relying on friends or family (Gaither et al. 2016) or rideshare options, 
which can be less reliable and more expensive to use. 

The Politics of Transportation Infrastructure 

Infrastructure refers to fundamental systems or networks that support the distribution or 
accessibility of resources in an area. Such systems or networks are heavily connected to politics 
(Larkin 2013, 328). In many cases, transportation infrastructure is at the center of transportation 
insecurity, especially for those who rely on public transportation. Politics has a major role in the 
development and construction of transportation infrastructure. Junfeng Jiao and Maxwell Dillivan
(2013) found, for example, that transportation deserts tend to be concentrated close to downtown
areas, which they argue is caused by suburban political power influencing policies that increase 
transit access for suburbs at the expense of downtown neighborhoods. Political processes also 
determine the amount of support and funds allocated to transportation infrastructure, including 
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diverting resources away from well-patronized public transit systems (Garrett and Taylor 1999). 
In Atlanta, Gaither (2016) found that political perspectives, affiliations, and institutions largely 
drive transportation policies that reduce bus connectivity and increase independent car use. 
Additionally, transportation infrastructure decisions are often made to recapture lost markets or 
support affluent communities (Garrett and Taylor 1999, 23; Sadana 2018). At the same time, 
transportation service decisions may be made according to preconceived notions of traffic that 
create strict time schedules or spatial processes that reproduce racialized patterns of uneven 
transportation access (Fleming 2016; Sheller 2015). As a result, low-income communities and 
communities of color are more often sidelined in public transportation planning and face 
disproportionate barriers to accessing adequate transportation (Sheller 2015; Yarrington 2015). 

Transportation Insecurity as Resource Insecurity 

Within anthropology, there is limited scholarship on transportation insecurity. But Amber Wutich 
and Alexandra Brewis (2014) outline a framework for studying resource insecurity that can be used 
to understand how people may experience and respond to inadequate transportation. Their 
framework advocates for a tripartite reckoning with resource insecurity as: (1) structural factors 
that cause certain populations to be more vulnerable than others to resource insecurities; (2) coping
mechanisms at the household level that people enact to acquire the resources they need when 
available resources are not adequate; and (3) individual level impacts or effects of resource 
insecurity on biological and mental health and wellbeing. This framework – which explains the 
structural causes of individually experienced effects – demonstrates why resource insecurity is 
difficult for individuals to navigate. In addition, people may experience social isolation, worry, and 
stress when attempting to cope with resource insecurity (Gould-Werth et al. 2018). Thus, the 
broader systems of resource provision requires attention from researchers addressing the causes and
effects of transportation insecurity. Ethnographic literature reveals ways that disadvantaged and 
marginalized communities may construct informal infrastructure to cope with a lack of public 
transportation and take on the role of providing mobility to their community, such as becoming 
parking attendants, microbus drivers, or taxi drivers (Bedi 2016; Chelcea 2015; Uzzell 1987; 
Yarrington 2015; Zhang 2016). The fact that people adopt ways to receive and maintain mobility 
demonstrates their resistance to the political processes that marginalize them, as well as their 
agency to respond to resource insecurity. Nonetheless, individualized responses and coping 
mechanisms have limited capacity to change or correct structural inequities in larger resource 
provisioning systems. 

2.2 Methods 

Downtown San José was chosen as the research site for a few reasons. The city is one of the most 
populated cities in the US, according to the United States Census Bureau (2021). San José offers 
a plethora of ground transportation options, such as Caltrain, BART, and a bus and light rail 
system. However, many people rely primarily on car transportation to move around San José as 
shown by the Commute Duration Mapping website for Santa Clara County (Litman et al. 2021). 

M I N E T A  T R A N S P O R T A T I O N  I N S T I T U T E  4 



 

    

            
             

           
            

           
            

           
           

         
        

               
            

            
               

              
        

             
           

            
         

             
             

             
             

           
           

            
          

         

  

To recruit participants, the researchers used a short, seven-question online screening survey that 
asked San José residents about their transportation experiences. The survey was distributed widely 
via online listservs maintained by CommUniverCity, a community engagement organization at 
San José State University. The seven questions asked people about transportation affordability,
recent transportation limitations, satisfaction with current transportation, the occurrence of change
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and their reasoning for using transportation. Eighty-five people 
responded to the screening survey, but thirteen people were chosen for in-depth ethnographic 
interviews because they responded that they “can always afford transportation, but not their 
preferred mode,” “sometimes cannot afford transportation,” or “often cannot afford 
transportation.” These responses indicated that they potentially experienced transportation 
insecurity in some form. In return for the participants’ time and information, each participant was
compensated with a $50 VISA gift card, funded by the Mineta Transportation Institute. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the researchers conducted interviews remotely via Zoom and 
followed some best practices for Zoom interviewing, such as providing a direct link and going over
the informed consent letter (Gray et al. 2020). Before asking any interview questions, the 
researchers asked for and received each participant’s permission to record the interview. The 
interview protocol focused on the general location of these residents, their daily transportation
experiences, their feelings about transportation, and their responses to their current transportation 
system. After all of the interviews were complete, each interview was transcribed using Otter.ai 
services, and the researchers manually corrected any transcription errors. 

To facilitate analysis, the researchers imported the data to Verbi Software MAXQDA and 
structurally coded each interview by speaker turn to distinguish each speaker’s statements and by 
interview questions and to categorize data and analyze related information sets. For the analysis, 
the researchers used Ryan and Bernard’s (2003) techniques for theme identification to inductively 
identify and code themes about residents’ experiences and attitudes toward their current 
transportation situation, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on their transportation use, and 
coping strategies used to respond to transportation issues. This analytical strategy allowed us to 
identify the factors that contribute to transportation insecurity—including economic, social, 
mechanical, or political—and how residents respond to those factors. 
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3. Discussion 
Based on the findings, the research suggests that transportation insecurity for downtown San José 
residents manifest as excess time consumption in the forms of congested traffic, convoluted travel 
schedules, and service complications. In addition, people react to these issues by not taking their 
trip or changing the trip route, or temporarily changing transportation modes for that particular 
trip. 

The results are broken down into three sections, each one correlating to a research question. The 
first section discusses the situations in which people experience transportation insecurity. The 
second section reports on the coping methods people use to deal with transportation insecurity. 
Finally, the third section talks about the social and emotional effects of transportation insecurity 
on a person. 

3.1 Results 

How Do People Experience Transportation Insecurity? 

The participants explained that there was always at least one mode of transportation that they 
could use to reach their desired destination(s). However, the availability of transportation 
infrastructure did not mean that the transportation was adequate for their needs and daily lives. 
Participants overwhelmingly described transportation inadequacy in terms of excess time 
consumption. Due to conditions related to the transportation mode or infrastructure, their trips 
often consumed more of a day’s time than necessary when they were already facing time 
constraints. Consequently, many residents felt that their transit situation was simply the “status 
quo”—that the transportation insecurity that they were met with could not be helped, and that 
their mode of transportation was their only option or that the other transportation options were 
veritably worse. This theme of transportation insecurity as excess time consumption manifested in
three main ways across the participants: (1) convoluted scheduling/planning, (2) congested traffic,
and (3) service complications. Downtown San José residents’ experiences of transportation 
insecurity were generally less about their access to transportation and more about their 
transportation requiring additional amounts of time in their already time-limited day. 

This could be seen in how residents had to schedule and plan their day around their transportation.
Sara, a 51-year-old Latina pre-school teacher living close to San José State University, exemplified
how, despite planning the route and scheduling the trip, her trip still took up a large amount of 
time to follow through. According to Sara, starting at 7:00 AM, her morning commute schedule 
had her drive for about 75 minutes to travel 26 miles to drop off her child at school and get to 
work by 8:30 AM. Despite the trip duration, this driving schedule was her best option, because if 
she wanted to avoid the morning car commute, she would have to take multiple buses and leave 
her home by 5:30 AM. Overall, driving was seemingly Sara’s best option since she found the 
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driving schedule to be much better than trying to find a way to save extra commute time or avoid 
the car commute by taking the bus. 

While planning and scheduling issues were fairly specific to each person, congested traffic was a 
widespread condition as over half of the participants were primarily car drivers and mentioned 
traffic congestion as a major time-consuming issue at some point in their responses. The impacts 
of traffic congestion can be seen in Eileen’s recollection of her commute in and out of Palo Alto. 
Eileen, a 41-year-old Brazilian woman living south of San José State University, explains, “it was 
a nightmare early in the morning [and] coming back.” This was due to regular traffic jams that 
would leave her stuck on the road and, essentially, parked for hours. Eileen stated that she would 
“rather be in a coffee shop and doing some work” than dealing with congested traffic to get home.
This sentiment was shared by several other drivers; they did not want to waste their time in traffic.
While this was not explicitly stated by Eileen, others said traffic congestion caused worry as the 
situation made commuting longer and took time away from other important activities and tasks. 
However, the pandemic reduced traffic since fewer people needed to leave their homes, so many 
people felt that driving around San José had gotten better. 

While congested traffic is the major time drain for residents who drive cars, residents who rely on 
public transportation deal with service complications. Public transit service complications—such 
as late buses, accidents, or full-capacity arrivals due to street congestion, peak service hours, or a 
lack of drivers—hinder passengers since public transportation riders have to adhere to the service 
schedule. According to Don, a 29-year-old Hispanic man living down the street from San José 
State University, bus service complications were relatively common occurrences. For example, 
there were some days when the bus came late and other days when the bus came too early, so Don 
was late for whatever he had planned and was “stuck at a bus stop [for] an extra 15 minutes, 20 
minutes.” On rarer occasions, the bus arrived on time but was at full capacity, so Don had to wait 
for the next bus. These service complications often made Don late for work, which caused him to 
worry about his employment status several times. Following COVID-19, service complications 
were exacerbated for Don since public transit service times and carrying capacities were reduced 
for health reasons. Overall, Don had experienced many service complications with the bus, which 
wasted his time and had made him late to work on several occasions. 

How Do People Cope with Transportation Insecurity? 

As alluded to by the ways people experience time-consuming transportation insecurity, the way 
people cope with transportation insecurity in downtown San José is instanced and impactful.
However, each potential coping method had detrimental side effects based on a person’s situation.
While not everyone who used a coping method was affected by side effects, the negative effects 
were still there for many others. Additionally, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have 
changed respondents’ coping methods in ways that may cause even greater impacts. Coping 
strategies used to respond to time-consuming transportation can be generalized into two main 
categories: changing the trip or using a different transportation mode. Respondents’ use of each 
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main coping method is infrequent or instanced because the situation to use a coping method was 
not often or has only occur once or twice. 

Mike, a 26-year-old Asian man living in East San José, highlighted how one could cope with 
service complications through using a different mode of transportation. For example, in Mike’s 
trips to San Francisco from San José, he used three public transit modes. One time, the bus broke 
down and made him late for the train. To cope with this issue, Mike temporarily changed his 
transportation methods and used Uber to take him to San Francisco. Mike explained that he used 
Uber because he felt that all his available transportation options were used up when the bus 
accident happened. If Mike continued using his regular transportation, he would have been late 
because he would have to wait for an extra bus and train. In the end, Mike was able to reach his 
destination on time but had to spend more money than he would have liked. This coping method 
could be detrimental over time because Mike had a certain financial goal he wanted to achieve, so 
if he had to keep using costly transportation, then the goal would be harder to achieve. Overall, 
Mike’s coping methods required more money to pull off the planned trip without affecting his 
activities for that day. 

Sometimes the coping methods were simple but had a major impact. Steve, a 24-year-old 
Caucasian man living in downtown San José, exemplified how changing a trip to cope with 
convoluted scheduling had an impact on his life. In Steve’s case, he had to go somewhere relatively 
far away from San José for a job interview. But Steve was at an impasse because he did not own a 
car; ridesharing was too expensive to use for the full trip (i.e., to go to the destination directly), 
and he was not comfortable using public transportation due to safety concerns and a lack of 
experience. To make the trip, Steve would have to deal with a convoluted travel schedule involving
different modes of transportation. Instead, Steve decided not to go on that trip because the trip 
would take too long, and he chose to try again another day. While Steve did save some personal 
time, he traded an economic opportunity that could have been worth the trouble. The coping 
method he chose caused him to miss out on an important event and forced him to plan better for 
future opportunities. 

Sometimes, certain conditions must be considered before executing a coping method such as 
changing one’s mode of transportation. While changing or canceling the trip would be a form of 
coping with congested traffic, these methods would be difficult to use for work-related trips. 
Aaron, a 58-year-old Asian-American man living in downtown San José, best exemplified how 
dealing with congested traffic by changing one’s mode of transportation can be impactful to one’s 
life. Among the various times Aaron had to drive home from work, he found that San José traffic 
after 2:30 PM was horrible. After dealing with traffic for a while, Aaron switched to primarily 
using Caltrain since he had the resources to do so. As a result, Aaron did not need to worry about 
his time being wasted in traffic and was allowed to do other things on Caltrain like getting some 
work done or relaxing with friends. However, there were several drawbacks with this mode, which 
ranged from trespasser incidents to crowding in maximum-capacity train cars. In Aaron’s case, the 
positives of this coping method outweighed the negatives. He exemplified someone who was able 
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to avoid transportation insecurity because he had the means to afford a permanent change in his 
transportation habits. 

However, many people cannot afford to constantly use Caltrain, so they would have to drive and 
sit in traffic. But coping with congested traffic has changed dramatically since the COVID-19 
pandemic. There was less of a need or expectation for people to leave their houses since many 
people could work from home. Despite this situation, many people still needed to leave the house 
occasionally, such as Alice, a Vietnamese woman in her 30s living in San José’s Japantown, and 
Ernest, a 27-year-old Asian-American man living in East San José. Both Alice and Ernest found 
that driving was much easier because there was less traffic and congestion. As a result, the 
pandemic had the effect of reducing the need to cope with congested traffic while also exacerbating
service complications on public transit, similar to what Don experienced. 

What Are the Individual Effects of Transportation Insecurity? 

Transportation insecurity negatively affected the trips people take, important parts of their lives, 
and their emotions and perceptions of transportation. In addition to causing people to miss an 
economic or social opportunity, transportation insecurity caused feelings of worry about 
transportation or employment security, as well as feelings of distress over not being able to see 
people. Additionally, transportation insecurity might have made people feel ashamed about their 
transportation habits, and they may avoid using certain modes of transportation because of social 
perception. Don mentioned, for example, that he felt self-afflicted embarrassed as a child when he 
saw that his friends got picked up by their parents in cars while he had to take the bus home by
comparison. The COVID-19 pandemic also increased these feelings of worry and distress, 
especially for public transportation users since they had to be more cautious of their environment. 
For researchers and policymakers, understanding the individual-level effects of transportation 
insecurity could help improve the transportation system and create options for people. 

Public transportation users seemed to be heavily impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. For 
example, Mira, a 40-year-old housewife in East San José, suffered emotionally and socially due to 
fears about COVID-19 and service complications that reduced her social activities. For context, 
Mira has muscular dystrophy and used a power chair and the bus to get around regularly before 
the pandemic. While Mira has family help her, the bus was Mira’s symbol of normality and 
independence; she often enjoyed using the bus to get around San José and interact with people 
around her. Following the COVID-19 pandemic, Mira’s transportation insecurity worsened since
she could no longer use the bus and spend time in a social environment. This situation made Mira 
feel depressed, sick, and anxious from being inside all of the time. Mira worried about the state of 
the pandemic and the possibility of getting the disease from other people on the bus. Overall, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has prompted Mira’s transportation insecurity and personal insecurities 
because she could not go to the places she used to. She reported feeling concerned for her health. 
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Time-consuming transportation insecurity can contribute to a person’s worries beyond their own 
needs. Millia, a 43-year-old Mexican-American woman living in South San José, described how 
congested traffic contributed to a different set of worries. Millia felt that using her car to get to 
work was her only option because using her bike did not feel safe and the bus was too limited in 
destinations and took too long. But Millia’s choice to deal with traffic by car caused her to worry 
about the environmental impacts, such as her carbon emissions from driving during traffic. Millia 
wanted to reduce her car use, but the alternatives were not worth taking, as mentioned previously. 
However, the pandemic seemed to alleviate some worries since Millia could work from home. This 
event reduced Mira’s need to drive by at least 75%, and she also found driving to be more enjoyable 
because of the reduction in traffic. But at the same time, the pandemic reduced her already low 
public transportation usage out of fear of the pandemic. In general, the compounded effects of 
congested traffic and pollution produced from cars had caused Millia to worry about environmental
impact, which partially subsided due to the pandemic. 

As mentioned previously, excess time consumption was a transportation insecurity issue that 
caused worry due to the reliability of transportation making people late or miss their trip. George,
a 26-year-old White man living south of San José State University, exemplified the worry felt when
dealing with a convoluted travel schedule due to the reliability of one’s transportation. In George’s 
case, whenever he wanted to take a non-work trip, he asked his friends for a ride since he did not 
drive or use public transportation. As a result, George had to worry about how he was going to get 
somewhere, and he would worry that someone would cancel. But, George clarified, that was not 
to blame his friends since his friends had their own lives and things happened. Because of these 
conditions, George mentioned that he was disappointed that there were not many alternatives 
worth using. With that said, the pandemic decreased his worries about transportation since there 
were fewer expectations to go out. In the end, George’s transportation choices had made him worry 
about his trips since he often relied on other people’s schedules, but those worries have diminished 
as the pandemic persists. 

3.2 Analysis 

From the results, four main themes emerge across the interviews: (1) Transportation insecurity is 
experienced as excess time consumption; (2) Coping methods were situational and temporary; (3) 
Transportation insecurity causes worry to the downtown residents; and (4) The COVID-19 
pandemic affected people’s transportation to various degrees. 

These results suggest that metropolitan transportation insecurity is a condition of precarity that 
people are accustomed to. However, compounding factors make inadequate transportation
tiresome to deal with. For the study participants, transportation insecurity is a minor-to-moderate
issue that annoys some people (at best) and temporarily hinders others (at worst). While 
participants cope with these situations (usually at a cost), changes in transportation plans have 
ripple effects that can cause anything from canceled plans with friends and family to lost job 
opportunities. The extent to which participants manage this excess time consumption is largely 
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determined by the other resources that are available to them. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
transportation has been pushed to two extremes: some residents say there is no issue with 
transportation; others say their main transportation mode is no longer viable. Overall, these results 
show that downtown San José residents experience a lack of adequate transportation in the form 
of time-consuming transportation. 

These results imply that, at least in a US metropolitan area, people experience transportation 
insecurity because their available transportation takes up excess time. This is important because 
people’s days are already packed with other responsibilities and activities. Time loss is an 
infringement on their personal time, which can lower quality of life (Gould-Werth et al. 2018).
Being stuck in traffic means more time spent on the road and less time doing the things that people 
want and need to do. This situation causes exhaustion and frustration over time. 

In addition, the findings from the research also revealed that many people’s transportation is 
unimodal, meaning they overwhelmingly rely on only one mode of transportation. Unimodal 
transportation is not a personal failure; rather, transportation politics limits what modes people 
can or want to use. For example, a lack of resources for public transportations may cause people to
perceive the service as outdated or unsafe (Gaither et al. 2016). The effects of these transportation 
policy choices can be seen in the ways people choose to use cars or cope with transportation 
insecurity by not taking the trip, even though many people wish to use other modes of 
transportation. Multimodal transportation could help alleviate some concerns expressed by 
participants -- for example, having the option to take a train to avoid highway congestion. This 
situation raises further questions surrounding the factors that influence what modes people choose 
to use to transport themselves. In addition, these findings also allude to potential suggestions for 
changes to transportation, such as the development of more walkable and bikeable areas or actions
to promote the use of multi-modal transportation (Jiao and Bischak, 2019; Gaither et al. 2016). 

3.3 Impacts 

Analyzing people’s experiences with transportation and the strategies they use to deal with 
transportation insecurity highlights weak areas in a city’s infrastructure and reveals what people 
would like from the existing infrastructure. This research demonstrates that the way people interact 
with spaces and transportation has changed following COVID-19. Changes must be made for 
these systems to sustain themselves into the future. This involves solving issues on time 
consumption, safety, affordability, convenience, and accessibility, such as by adding more secure 
handicap arrangement or emergency safety or security features on public transit. But these issues 
cannot be completely solved without adjacent changes. Considering the interconnectedness of a 
city’s infrastructure network, any change to one system can change another system. This means 
that improving transportation can and should coincide with changes to improve the rest of the 
city’s landscape. If the city’s spaces and amenities are more accessible, affordable, convenient, 
spacious, and safe for everyone, more people might be more content with where they live and use 
the available public transportation options. However, there are several caveats, since factors beyond 
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the control of a city, transportation institution, or individual can inhibit change. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to improve how people get around and how they interact with transportation within the 
city space. 
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4. Summary & Conclusions 
In summary, we interviewed thirteen San José residents about their experiences with transportation
in and around the downtown area. Based on their responses, we determined that participants 
experienced transportation insecurity primarily as excess time consumption. People often deal with 
this issue by begrudgingly waiting and taking their time in transit. However, there were moments 
when people’s transportation modes took more time than was acceptable to conduct their trip. In 
those cases, the participants decided to stay home for the day or temporarily used different 
transportation. In light of the coping strategies reported, the participants’ methods did raise 
questions on why they do not often use alternative modes to deal with regular transportation 
insecurity. Many people responded that the alternative methods of transportation were either 
unavailable or problematic. Yet, regardless of mode, people often felt worried and tired due to the 
time consumed during transit. While the participants’ mobility was not often compromised 
altogether, many of their transportation situations were precarious as their responses suggest that 
unexpected circumstances would be detrimental and cause them to cancel a trip, even if that trip 
were important and consequential (e.g., a job interview). Unsurprisingly, the COVID-19 
pandemic shifted everybody’s transportation and exacerbated transportation insecurity. While 
several residents were fortunate to work from home or already owned a car, public transportation 
users experienced more transportation insecurity because of the reduction of service and stricter 
schedules. The participants also experienced feelings of hesitation or fear due to COVID-19. 
Some people continued to use public transit and adapted, while others started to use private 
vehicles more often. 

This research also shows how the individually felt physical, social, and economic effects of 
transportation insecurity can perpetuate the structural causes of transportation insecurity. For 
example, in some instances people preferred to use their car and perpetuate heavily congested 
traffic because they believed that public transportation would take up even more time for their 
trip. In other instances, the social perception of public transportation as unsafe caused them to 
rely more heavily on car transit. For example, several people explained that they would rather miss 
an economic or social opportunity than use an alternative (public) transportation mode. 

There are several limitations with this research study. First, the study had a small sample size; 
while the sample size meets the minimum sample requirement to detect themes in qualitative data
(Guest, Bunce, and Johnson 2006), these experience are not representative of a larger population. 
There was a limit with the sampling range as the researchers focused on the San José downtown 
area. Additionally, there are limitations in the interviews themselves as the researchers only speak 
one language whereas there are many different languages spoken in San José. Lastly, the COVID-
19 pandemic limited the information that could be collected by forcing all data collection to occur
via online interviews. 
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Following these limitations, the researchers have several recommendations for future research to 
consider. These considerations are to have a greater sample size, gather more background 
information on the area of study, and focus on a single mode of transportation. In addition, more 
comparison between interviews will help in understandings people’s experience with transportation 
insecurity. Each recommendation has a purpose in helping the future research be more in-depth 
and streamlined. 

Overall, this study shows that transportation is an important resource for people’s physical, 
economic, and social wellbeing. At the same time, transportation insecurity is a constant presence 
that people just deal with in their lives. However, the San José residents interviewed do not live in 
a transportation desert as they can reach their destinations regularly. Following the COVID-19 
pandemic, everyone’s transportation experiences changed—but this change highlights many 
important factors that must be considered when planning for the future of transportation, such as 
safety, cleanliness, and convenience. In the end, the study contributes to anthropological 
knowledge on people’s experiences and feelings about transportation and transportation insecurity
within a metropolitan area; it contributes to institutional knowledge of the factors that contribute
to transportation insecurity; and it suggests potential pathways—such as updating public transit to
be safer and more accessible, promoting multi-modal transportation to reduce traffic congestion, 
and developing more walkable or bikeable areas—for improved and more inclusive transportation 
infrastructure. 
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Appendix A 
Recruitment Survey 

For Questions 1-4, Please check one box per question. 

1. Which of the following best describes your household’s transportation affordability in the
last 12 months (excluding walking)?
☐ We can always afford to take our preferred mode of transportation. 
☐ We can always afford transportation, but not our preferred mode of transportation. 
☐ Sometimes we can’t afford transportation. 
☐ Often we can’t afford transportation. 

2. In the last month, has there been any time when anyone in your household could not go to a
place due to limitations in transportation affordability, transportation availability,
transportation schedules, or distance?
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
☐ Don’t know 
☐ Other - Please explain: 

3. In the last month, would you describe your household mode of transportation (The mode
most used by your household) to be acceptable?
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
☐ Don't know 
☐ Other – Please explain: 

4. Has the COVID-19 pandemic changed the way you access and use your modes of
transportation?
☐ Yes 
☐ No 

For Questions 5-7 Please check one box per question on how you feel about the following statements. 

5. When I need to get somewhere, I usually spend time planning out how I will get there. For 
example, I spend time figuring out the schedule of buses or trains, who can give me a ride, or how to
come up with the money I need for gas, fare, or to otherwise pay for the ride.
☐ Strongly agree 
☐ Agree 
☐ Neither agree nor disagree 
☐ Disagree 
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☐ Strongly disagree 

6. When I need to go someplace, I think about a backup plan in case I end up having a problem
with the transportation I plan to use.
☐ Strongly agree 
☐ Agree 
☐ Neither agree nor disagree 
☐ Disagree 
☐ Strongly disagree 

7. I usually go to places only if it is really important to go.
☐ Strongly agree 
☐ Agree 
☐ Neither agree nor disagree 
☐ Disagree 
☐ Strongly disagree 
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Appendix B 
Interview Questions 
Introduction 
1. Can you tell me about your neighborhood in general, and specifically what types of 

transportation you have access to in your neighborhood? 
2. Overall, would you say that your access to transportation in San José is adequate? If yes, why? 

If no, why not? In what ways it is adequate or inadequate? 

Daily Transportation Experiences 

3. Before COVID-19, in a typical week, what were the major places that you needed to go in 
your daily life? 

a. How far away was each location from your home? 
b. How would you regularly get to those places? 

4. For each place, was this your preferred mode of transportation for going to this place or 
doing this activity? 

i. If yes: Why was this your preferred mode of transit? 
ii. If no: Why was this not your preferred mode of transit? What mode of

transit would you prefer and why? 
b. Did you have any problems, obstacles, or issues with that mode of transit for 

doing that activity? If yes, what were they? 
5. I want you to think about a time that you have been unable to go where you needed to go 

here in San José BEFORE the COVID-19 pandemic. 
a. Can you tell me about that time? What happened/why were you having a 

problem? 
b. What did you do about it? 
c. Is this something that happens regularly? Do you have other ways of dealing with 

the situation and getting to where you need to go? 
6. Since the COVID 19 pandemic has started, what are the places you go in a typical week and 

how do you get to those places? 
7. Is this your preferred mode of transportation for going to each place/doing this activity right 

now during the pandemic?
i. If yes: Why is this your preferred mode of transit? 

ii. If no: Why is this not your preferred mode of transit? What mode of 
transit would you prefer and why? 

b. Did you have any problems, obstacles, or issues with that mode of transit for 
doing that activity right now? If yes, what were they? 

8. OK now, I want you to think about a time that you have been unable to go where you needed 
to go here in San José since the COVID-19 pandemic started. 

a. Can you tell me about that time? What happened/why were you having a 
problem? Was this a problem because of the pandemic? 

b. What did you do about it? Would you have gone about this differently if it were 
not during the COVID-19 pandemic? How so? 
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c. Is this something that happens regularly? Do you have other ways of dealing with 
the situation and getting to where you need to go? 

Individual Effects of Transportation Situation 

9. In general, does your transportation situation cause you to worry or feel distressed? If yes,
how so? Is it the same or different since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic?

10. In general, does your transportation situation cause you to feel ashamed or embarrassed If 
yes, when and/or how so? Is this the same or different since the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic?

11. Overall, in what ways, has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your transportation 
experience? 

a. Did it make your transportation less acceptable? In what ways? 
b. Have you noticed any issues with your preferred mode of transportation that you 

did not notice prior to the pandemic 
c. Do you stay at home exclusively now? 
d. Do you have to be more mindful of where you go? How did you get there? What 

do you do to prepare? 
e. How does your experience now compare to before? Elaborate Pro-Con? 

Demographic Questions 

12. Here are some statements about life in your community or neighborhood. I would like for 
you to tell me if you Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree, or Strongly 
Disagree with each statement. 

1. People in this community tend to cooperate with each other. 
2. If I suffered an accident or illness or lost my job, I could count on the people of

this community to take care of me. 
3. If another person in this community suffered an accident or illness or lost their 

job, they could count on me to help take care of them 
4. In this community, where I live, everybody knows everybody 
5. In this community, where I live, people are united 
6. In this community, where I live, people help one another 

13. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, what was the MAIN source of transportation for members 
of your household to use to get to work and/or school?

14. Since the COVID-19 pandemic started, what is the MAIN source of transportation for 
members of your household to use to get to work and/or school? 

15. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, what was the main source of transportation for members
of your household for other purposes (e.g., leisure, visiting friends and family, etc.)?

16. Since the COVID-19 pandemic started, what is the main source of transportation for 
members of your household for other purposes (e.g., leisure, visiting friends and family, etc.)? 

17. How many people live in your current household (including yourself)?
18. Are you the head of your household?
19. How do you describe your ethnicity?
20. What year were you born?
21. With what gender do you identify? 
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22. What is the highest level of education you have had the chance to complete? 
23. Please list your current occupation or how you earn money: If you are an administrative 

assistant, student, lab technician, or in a similar position, please indicate what industry you 
work for. For example, if you are a student, specify your field of study. If you are an office 
assistant, specify what type of office (e.g., dentist, marketing company). 

24. Has your job or employment status changed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic? If yes, 
how so? 

25. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, how often in a typical month did you or someone in your
household need to ask other people for transit assistance (e.g., a ride in a car, money to buy a 
bus fare)? 

• Never (0 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• Rarely (1-2 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• Sometimes (3-10 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• Often (11-20 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• Always (More than 20 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• I do not know 
• Does not apply

26. Since the COVID-19 pandemic started, how often in a typical month do you or someone in
your household need to ask other people for transit assistance (e.g., a ride in a car, money to
buy a bus fare)?

• Never (0 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• Rarely (1-2 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• Sometimes (3-10 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• Often (11-20 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• Always (More than 20 times in the last 4 weeks) 
• I do not know 
• Does not apply 

M I N E T A  T R A N S P O R T A T I O N  I N S T I T U T E  21 



 

    

               
   
          

   
                   

                
           

       
       
         

          
        

 
                  

  

27. Where would you place yourself on this ladder at this time in your life, relative to other 
people in your community?

(Select the corresponding number from the rung on the ladder) 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

28. Now imagine that the top of the ladder (10) represents the best possible life for you and the 
bottom of the ladder (zero) represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the 
ladder, would you say you personally feel you stand at this time in your life:

At this time? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Five years ago? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Five years from now? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

29. Wrap-up Question: Is there anything else you would like to share about your experiences 
with transportation for your household here in San José? 

Is there any information that you told me that you would like to take back or have me omit? 
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