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Lack of a car can be a barrier to 
employment, particularly for 
low-income individuals. According 

to a 2022 survey conducted by the 
South Carolina Department of 
Employment and Workforce, almost 
20 percent of individuals in 
that state who were able to 
work but were not currently 
working cited transportation 
as a barrier. Many studies 
have shown that ownership 
of a car (or a truck or motor-
cycle) increases the prob-
ability of work, especially 
among welfare recipients. And 
low-income individuals are 
the least likely to own a car 
and therefore must rely on other means 
of transportation, such as public trans-
portation, ride services, bikes, or walk-
ing to get to work.       

 Moreover, users of public trans-
portation tend to have lower incomes 
and longer commute times. (See 
“Transportation and Commuting 
Patterns: A View from the Fifth 
District,” Econ Focus, Second/Third 
Quarter 2019.) While public transpor-
tation options typically exist in larger 
urban areas, those options become 
more limited farther outside an urban 
center. 

In addition to needing access to a 
car, individuals also need to be able 
to legally drive it. Revoking driver’s 
licenses can create additional barriers. 
Some research shows that lower-income 
individuals and minorities are most 
likely to have their licenses revoked. 
There are, however, some potential 
ways to mitigate barriers to transpor-
tation, including expanding or creat-
ing new public transportation options, 
providing access to financial and educa-
tional resources to help people purchase 
cars, and overturning laws that limit 
people’s ability to drive the cars that 
they do have access to. 

LOW INCOMES AND ACCESS TO CARS

The most common mode of transporta-
tion to work in the United States, by far, 
is to drive alone in a personal vehicle. 
Despite the fact that just over 95 percent 

of workers live in a household with 
access to at least one car, and driving 
alone is how more than two-thirds of 
the workers in the U.S. get to their place 
of employment, there are considerable 
differences in access to car ownership 
across the income spectrum. 

Car ownership may seem almost 
universal, but it isn’t — far from it. In 
every state in the Fifth District and in 
the District of Columbia, car ownership 
declines with income. (See chart.) The 
share of people with access to at least 

one car ranges from about  
40 percent among very  
low-income households in 
D.C. to 99 percent among 
high-income households in 
every other state. And the 
gap in car access between the 
lowest and highest income 
levels can be significant. In 
D.C., only 40 percent of  
low-income workers have 

access compared to over 
80 percent of high-income workers. 
Elsewhere in the Fifth District, the share 
for low-income workers hovers around  
80 percent while the same share for high- 
income workers is nearly 100 percent.

In D.C., car ownership rates are 
notably lower across all income levels, 
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There are, however, some potential ways to mitigate 
barriers to transportation, including expanding

or creating new public transportation options, providing 
access to financial and educational resources to help
people purchase cars, and overturning laws that limit 

people’s ability to drive the cars that they do  
have access to.
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likely due to two factors: its broad 
public transportation system and the 
fact that higher taxes, registration fees, 
and parking fees make owning a car 
there more expensive.  

Regardless of income, people not 
working are less likely to have access 
to a car. In every state in the Fifth 
District, access to at least one car for 
individuals who were unemployed 
or not in the labor force was around 
4 to 7 percentage points lower than 
for those who were working. In D.C., 
the difference in rates compared to 
employed individuals was a stagger-
ing 17 percentage points lower for 
those unemployed and 13 percent-
age points for those not in the labor 
force. Those individuals at the lowest 
levels of income and not working are 
far less likely to have access to a car. 
(See charts.)

IS ACCESS TO A CAR MORE 
IMPORTANT IN RURAL AREAS?

Not having access to a car in a place 
where other transportation options are 
more readily available is very different 
from not having a car in an area with 
more limited options. County-level data 
from the Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey show that while 
some of the lowest rates of car access 
do occur in urban areas of the Fifth 
District, there are several rural coun-
ties that have similarly low rates, have 
high levels of poverty, and have fewer 
transportation options than their urban 
counterparts. 

For example, among the top 10 coun-
ties in the district with the lowest 
ownership rates are Dillon County, 
S.C.; Washington County, N.C.; and 
Northumberland County, Va. All 
of these counties are classified as 
rural according to the Rural-Urban 
Continuum Codes. (The RUCC is a 
classification system based on the size 
of a county’s urban population and 
proximity to metro areas, with 1 being 
most urban and 9 being most rural.) 
Additionally, all of them have median 
incomes below and poverty rates above 

their respective state averages. 
In Dillon County, for example, 8 

percent of workers don’t have access to a 
car; this is the fourth highest rate in the 
district after the District of Columbia, 

Baltimore city, and Arlington, Va. Dillon 
has a large low-income population with 
a median income in 2021 that was about 
37 percent lower than the state median 
and the poverty rate was 26 percent 
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— much higher than the state rate of 14 
percent. Moreover, the 8 percent figure 
is for those who are working and there-
fore doesn’t capture the people who are 
likely unable to work because of a lack 
of transportation. 

Several urban counties also have low 
rates of car access and high concen-
trations of low-income population, but 
they also have public transportation 
options available to them. For exam-
ple, Richmond and Norfolk cities in 
Virginia tend to be poorer with median 
incomes below and poverty rates above 
the comparative state rates, but their 
public transportation systems offer a 
variety of routes at subsidized costs.

All of these data suggest that indi-
viduals at the lowest levels of income 
and people in densely urbanized coun-
ties with public transportation systems 
are less likely to own a car. Those 
two facts can be hard to disentan-
gle, however. Take the city of Norfolk, 
for example, which is an area with a 
public bus system, but also one with 
lower incomes and high poverty rates, 
making it difficult to know which issue 
is behind the city’s low car ownership. 

RURAL WORKERS USE PUBLIC 
TRANSIT MORE

If low-income individuals are work-
ing, then low rates of car ownership 
indicate that they will need to rely on 
public or other transportation options 
to commute to work. But the ACS 
county-level data show that the share 
of the population who take public 
transportation to work is lower in more 
rural counties. No doubt this is at least 
in part due to the more ready access of 
public transportation in urban areas. 
(See chart.)

Although use of public transporta-
tion decreases with rurality, there is 
quite a bit of variation with similarly 
rural counties. For example, within 
the RUCC 1 code — counties in metro 
areas with a population greater than 
one million — the share of workers 
using public transportation ranges from 
close to zero to Washington, D.C.’s 27 

percent. In smaller cities and rural 
areas (codes 3-9), the majority of coun-
ties have very low shares of the popula-
tion taking public transportation, with 
a few notable outliers. One outlier is 
Charlottesville, Va., (RUCC 3) which 

has just over 6 percent of its work-
ing population taking public transpor-
tation to work — double the share of 
the next county within the same code. 
Charlottesville is home to the University 
of Virginia and has a public bus system. 
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Public Transportation Use by Rurality (Rural-Urban Continuum Code)

SOURCE: Census Bureau American Community Survey
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Similarly, in the RUCC 7 category, 
the outlier is Norton city, Va., which is a 
small city in the Appalachian region of 
southwest Virginia. Citizens of Norton 
have access to the Mountain Empire 
Transit system, which offers transporta-
tion services across the counties of Lee, 
Scott, Wise, and Norton.

Finally, in larger urban areas (RUCC 
codes 1 and 2), there is a positive rela-
tionship between the share of popu-
lation using public transportation and 
the share without a car. (See chart.) 
This relationship suggests that in 
larger cities where public transporta-
tion is more heavily used, people are 
less likely to own a car, but it remains 
unclear if people take transportation 
because they don’t have a car or if they 
don’t have a car because they can take 
public transportation. 

The panel on the bottom showing 
this relationship in small towns and 
rural areas, on the other hand, does not 
show a clear pattern. The vast majority 
of counties and independent cities have 
less than 3 percent of the population 
using public transportation, while the 
lack of car ownership ranges from zero 
to 8 percent. Again, this is most likely 
because public transportation options 
are more limited in those settings, 
which would make owning a car all the 
more important. 

THE CHALLENGE OF DRIVER’S 
LICENSE SUSPENSIONS 

Another factor that has received some 
attention by researchers and by govern-
ment officials is the suspension of driv-
er’s licenses for reasons other than 
traffic offenses. In North Carolina, 
for example, a driver’s license can be 
suspended for nonpayment of court 
fees and for failing to appear before 
the court for traffic offenses. In a 2019 
Duke University School of Law paper, 
authors William Crozier and Brandon 
Garrett looked at court data from 1986 
to 2018 and found that there were 1.2 
million driver’s licenses suspended for 
these reasons, representing approxi-
mately 15 percent of the state’s drivers. 

The report also found that driv-
er’s license suspensions were dispro-
portionately imposed on Black and 
Hispanic drivers. About 33 percent of 
those with failure-to-appear suspen-
sions were Black and 24 percent were 
Hispanic, while 35 percent were White. 
For unpaid fee suspensions, 47 percent 
of drivers with such suspensions were 
Black, 11 percent were Hispanic, and 
37 percent were White. For context, in 
the same year, the North Carolina driv-
ing population was 21 percent Black, 8 

percent Hispanic, and 65 percent White.
Virginia had a similar policy until 

2020, when a law was enacted to end 
the practice of suspending licenses 
for nonpayment of fines and court 
fees. Additionally, the law retro-
actively reinstated any licenses 
of Virginians who had previously 
had their licenses suspended for 
those reasons, which was an esti-
mated 900,000 people, accounting for 
two-thirds of all suspended licenses in 
the commonwealth. 

Share of Workers by Transportation Type
By Rural-Urban Continuum Code     

SOURCE: Census Bureau American Community Survey
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West Virginia also repealed a similar 
law in 2020, and Maryland amended 
its law to stop suspending licenses for 
unpaid traffic fines. South Carolina 
continues to suspend licenses for 
nonpayment of fees. There is limited 
research on the effect of these laws, but 
having a revoked license clearly affects 
a person’s ability to use his or her car 
to travel to work. 

REMOTE WORK: A RED HERRING 

In principle, remote work could 
provide an opportunity for low-income 
individuals to work without 
car ownership. A 2023 report 
by Payscale showed that the 
amount of work being done 
from home all or most of the 
time rose from 10 percent in 
2019 to 28 percent in 2023. 
In reality, however, remote 
jobs tend to be in higher-wage sectors 
of professional business services like 
computer, mathematical, financial, and 
legal professions. Within lower-wage 
industries such as food and accommo-
dation services, 75 percent of the jobs 
are performed in person. 

This pattern is reflected in income 
figures. The average annual income 
from an in-person food service job 
is just over $35,000, whereas a food 
service job that could be done remotely 
has an average income of over $50,000 
a year. Similarly, in the retail sector, 
where 70 percent of jobs are done in 
person, the wage gap is even higher: 
around $35,000 for in-person jobs and 
almost $68,000 for a remote job. In 
many industries, lower-skill and lower-
paid jobs remain largely in person 
and thus the switch to remote work in 
many occupations did little to change 
the commuting needs of lower-income 
workers.   

INNOVATIVE APPROACHES FOR  
THE UNDERSERVED 

One option that is being tried in rural 
areas is an on-demand public transpor-
tation system without traditional routes, 

also known as microtransit. These 
systems typically rely on shuttle vans. 
The Mountain Empire Transit (METGo) 
system in rural southwest Virginia, 
mentioned earlier, is an example. That 
system was started in 2021 along with 
the Bay Transit Express system in 
Gloucester, Va. Both systems received 
a combined $160,000 innovation grant 
from the Federal Transit Administration 
(FTA) to launch these services. 

When METGo launched, the service 
cost was 75 cents for seniors and chil-
dren under 17 and $1.50 for every-
one else; more recently, METGo 

received an additional grant from the 
Virginia Department of Rail and Public 
Transportation that allowed it to offer 
the service free of charge. The system 
also received a grant to expand service 
to Mountain Empire Community 
College and an industrial park in 
Duffield to help transport citizens to 
education and job centers. According 
to an article published in August by 
the Virginia Mercury, since its launch 
in June 2021, METGo has provided 
over 76,000 rides to residents of Norton 
city and the counties of Lee, Scott, and 
Wise.

As another example of a rural public 
transportation initiative, Bay Transit 
Express has been providing shuttle 
services in the Northern Neck region 
of Virginia since 1996, but the FTA 
grant allowed them to replace two 
fixed routes in Gloucester and instead 
allow citizens to book on-demand and 
point-to-point rides in the service area 
through an app or over the phone. 
According to the Virginia Mercury, 
ridership on the Bay Transit Express 
system increased over 200 percent over 
the fixed routes that it replaced. 

There have also been recent invest-
ments in urban transit options. For 

example, during the pandemic, 
Richmond city and Chesterfield 
County, Va., which jointly own the 
GRTC transit system, made bus trips 
free for all riders. This has been 
extended several times, and bus trips 
will remain free at least through June 
of 2025 because of a grant.

In addition to improving public trans-
portation options, there are programs 
from nonprofits and community devel-
opment financial institutions that help 
low-income families access financ-
ing to purchase a car. One example of 
this is the Responsible Rides program 

in Roanoke, Va. This partner-
ship between Freedom First 
bank, several nonprofits in the 
area, and car dealerships offers 
low-interest loans along with 
financial and car maintenance 
classes to educate borrowers 

on budgeting for the ongoing 
costs of owning a car. 

Other entities, such as People Inc., 
offer personal loans to purchase cars as 
one of many services aimed at helping 
economically disadvantaged people in 
their service areas of rural southwest 
and northwest Virginia. In 2022, People 
Inc. loaned over $400,000 to 104 people 
to help them purchase cars and cover 
household expenses. 

CONCLUSION

For most people, access to work requires 
transportation. The vast majority of 
Americans use a personal vehicle to get 
to work, but not everyone has access 
to one. The difficulty getting to work 
without a car is particularly challenging 
in rural areas where public transpor-
tation options are more limited. Some 
of the ways that these challenges have 
been addressed are public and private 
investments in subsidizing the cost of 
public transportation, creating point-
to-point systems rather than tradi-
tional fixed routes, repealing or limit-
ing driver’s license suspension laws, and 
providing access to loans and educa-
tional resources to individuals to help 
purchase and maintain a car. EF

In many industries, lower-skill and lower-paid jobs 
remain largely in person and thus the switch to remote 

work in many occupations did little to change the 
commuting needs of lower-income workers.




