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The majority of workers drive to work
• Over three-fourths of 

workers 16 years and older 
drive alone to work.

• Between 1990 and 2000, 
the share of people driving 
alone increased, while the 
share of all other 
categories decreased.
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Source: Journey to Work: 2000, 
Census 2000 Brief

Why focus on cars for working families?
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Transportation is a significant expenditure
• Transportation is second 

only to housing in share of 
average household 
expenditures.

• A third of transportation 
expenditures is for vehicle 
purchase; another third for 
gasoline and motor oil. 

• Expenditure shares are 
nearly constant across 
income levels.
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Source: Transportation Energy Data 
Book, US Department of Energy

Why focus on cars for working families?
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Theme 1: Benefits
• “We would be interested in seeing data regarding the 

impact of a car on a families success.” 
• “… the impact a car can have on a families' success.”
• “Long term benefits of providing vehicles to low income 

families.(Did they maintain the vehicle, get a better job, get 
off Social Services, etc.)”

• “Earnings after 12 months of car ownership lifestyle impact 
family impact.”

• “Updated information on the impact of auto ownership on 
homeless and transitional families.”
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Identifying research themes: selected responses from last event
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Theme 2: Financing
• “Data regarding families' ability to get a car at fair terms ...”

• “Additional info on alternative lending products to 
affordable car loans, and the interest rates charged to low-
income individuals. More info on predatory lending 
practices.”

• “…impact the "Cash for Clunkers" had on the ability of the 
working poor to purchase a used car at a reasonable price 
and also the greatly reduced number of donated cars ...”
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Identifying research themes: selected responses from last event



Confidential InformationImportance and Impact of Cars for Family Economic Success 
Kimberly Zeuli 10.29.10

Theme 3: Car ownership in a broader 
policy context
• “Cost analysis of Federal fund assistance invested in 

private transportation for rural communities and how it 
relates to job retention vs. utilizing cash assistance 
programs.”
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Identifying research themes: selected responses from last event
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Primary research questions
• What is the impact of car ownership on household 

economic well being?
• Ability to get different types of jobs
• Tenure in jobs

• What are the financing barriers to car ownership among 
low income households?
• Evidence of discrimination in lending practices?

• How does supporting car ownership fit into the context of 
other policies focused on low-income households?
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What do we know so far?

• Transportation services, particularly cars, can lead to enhanced 
economic outcomes (Blumenberg and Waller, 2004)

• Car ownership is important for individuals and families who 
make several trips in a day (Blumenberg, 2004)
• E.g. single mother goes to work, takes child to school, and shops)

• Car owners have higher employment rates and shorter 
unemployment spells (Holzer et al, 1994; O’Regan & Quigley, 
1999; Raphael & Rice, 2002)

• Evidence of car ownership on wages is mixed (Ong, 1996; 
Raphael & Rice, 2002)

• Car ownership has a positive effect on the employment of 
minorities (Raphael and Stoll, 2001)
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Information needed for further research
• Data on low income households who own cars
• Data on comparable households who do not own cars
• Measures of economic well being for both sets of households (e.g., 

employment status, income, assets, debts, independence from social 
services)

• Impact of car ownership on household economic well being
• Measure of the gap in economic welfare between the two sets of households
• Analysis to identify factors contributing to this gap

• If the households are otherwise comparable, then should be able to identify effect 
of car ownership

• Mechanism/framework/empirical test that supports effect of car ownership on 
well being

• Financial barriers to car ownership among low income households
• Comparison of the two sets of households to identify possible factors (e.g. 

access to credit)
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Information needed for further research
• Evidence of discrimination in car lending practices

• Can borrow techniques from large literature on discrimination 
in lending for other products and services

• Need data on creditworthiness of borrowers (debt burden, 
loan-to-value ratio, income, credit history)

• Need data on denial and default rates from lenders
• Possible evidence of discrimination:

• Higher rates of denial for borrowers of identical creditworthiness 
who belong to a different segment of the population

• Equal rates of default observed between two segments of 
population with different levels of creditworthiness (Ferguson and 
Peters, 1995)

11



Confidential InformationImportance and Impact of Cars for Family Economic Success 
Kimberly Zeuli 10.29.10

Conclusion
• Aggregate-level data highlights importance of car 

ownership

• Research shows positive correlation between car 
ownership and employment outcomes

• Further research needed to quantify:
• Long-term economic benefits of car ownership for low-income 

households
• Financial barriers to car ownership
• Costs and benefits of supporting car ownership in the context 

of other policies
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Call for proposals to carry out further research
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