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ABSTRACT

The concept of environmental justice requires transportation planners and policy makers to 
address the distinctive implications of transportation projects and services for traditionally under-
served or disadvantaged populations.  While in past decades, ethnic and foreign-born populations 
have often been concentrated in large metropolitan areas, small and medium sized communities 
are experiencing increasing levels of inward migration of foreign-born populations.  Language 
and cultural barriers often make it difficult for multi-modal planning to comprehend and address 
the distinctive values, needs and behaviors of these diverse groups.  By analyzing focus groups 
of different ethnic populations in the Twin Cities of Minnesota in comparison to those in smaller 
communities, this paper addresses differences between the transportation values and needs of 
foreign-born ethnic populations in the rural or small town environment with those in the larger 
metropolitan environment.  The value of examining the transportation attitudes and needs of 
ethnic and foreign-born populations is important to implement environmental justice principles, 
as it increases the role of low-income and minority populations in the public involvement and 
decision-making process.
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INTRODUCTION 
Studies exist that identify the transportation needs of sensitive populations in non-urban or rural 
populations, and ethnic and foreign-born populations in large metropolitan areas and throughout 
the US (1, 2, 3, 4).  To date there has not been a comprehensive study examining differences 
between the transportation needs, attitudes and values of foreign-born ethnic populations in small 
and medium sized communities as compared to larger metropolitan areas.  The value of 
examining the transportation attitudes and needs of ethnic and foreign-born populations is 
important to implement environmental justice principles, as it increases the role of low-income 
and minority populations in the public involvement and decision-making process.  As the 
foreign-born and immigrant populations continue to increase, addressing the transportation needs 
of ethnic communities is increasingly significant to apply measures consistent with 
environmental justice principles.  This study examines the differences between transportation 
needs, values and behaviors of foreign-born immigrant subgroup populations in rural, small and 
medium sized communities compared to the urban metropolitan environment of the Twin Cites 
in Minnesota.  Knowing these differences can improve the transportation planning process by 
identifying the transportation needs, values and behaviors of the foreign-born subpopulations and 
designing transportation plans and policies that address those needs.

OBJECTIVE AND SCOPE
This study compares the transportation needs, values and behaviors of three foreign-born ethnic 
populations in rural Minnesota communities with those in the Twin Cities metropolitan area.  
The objective is to identify ways in which the needs, values and behaviors of these populations 
differ between metropolitan and smaller town environments.  It is hoped the findings will 
provide a basis to engender future inclusion of these groups in the transportation planning 
process in ways consistent with environmental justice principles.

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Environmental Justice

Environmental Justice Overview
In 1998, President Clinton signed Executive Order 12989, which confronts environmental justice 
in low-income and minority persons (5).  All federally funded US agencies are required to 
determine and mitigate the health and environmental effects of projects on low-income and 
minority individuals (6).  The Environmental Justice Executive Order incorporates established 
civil rights and environmental laws, for example the 1969 National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA), but expands to include low-income and minority populations (7).  The US Department 
of Transportation, and all other Federal agencies that receive funding, adhere to the Title VI of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prevents discrimination of policy and planning in terms of 
race, national origin or color (7).  The Intermodal Surface Transportation Act of 1991 (ISTEA) 
also requires state and metropolitan planning agencies that receive federal funds to incorporate 
public involvement in transportation planning and development (7).  

The key provisions of the Environmental Justice Executive Order and Title VI of the 
Civil Rights Act address the needs of low-income and minority groups within Federal planning, 
policy and project implementation to prevent discrimination and unduly burdensome 
environmental health impacts.  The transportation issues and needs of low-income and minority 
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populations are identified and addressed through environmental justice principles, including 
increasing public involvement in planning and decision making (8).

Environmental Justice Principles
The Environmental Justice Executive Order is based on three essential principles, including:

• To avoid, minimize, or mitigate disproportionately high and adverse human health and 
environmental effects, including social and economic effects, on minority populations 
and low-income populations.

• To ensure the full and fair participation by all potentially affected communities in the 
transportation decision-making process.

• To prevent the denial of, reduction in, or significant delay in the receipt of benefits by 
minority and low-income populations (8).

Federal transportation agencies, such as the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) and 
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), incorporate environmental justice principles to 
enhance, improve and increase opportunities for valuable decision-making in all levels of federal 
transportation decisions and projects (8).  Successful decision-making is achieved by identifying 
and managing the needs of the public, including low-income and minority populations (9).  
Addressing the needs of the public throughout the decision-making process also ensures 
transportation projects suit the physical requirements and character of the community (6).  
Incorporating environmental justice in transportation decision-making enhances the role of the 
public in creating transportation projects and plans (8).

Environmental Justice and Public Involvement
Copeland provides a review of Just Transportation: Dismantling Race and Class Barriers to 
Mobility, in which Bullard et al. states discrimination in “transportation decision-making, 
whether at the federal, region, state or local level, often mirrors the power arrangements of the 
dominant society and its institutions.” (10).  While transportation discrimination begins at the 
decision-making stage, environmental justice and transportation decision-making is not limited 
to project development, but is included in project policy, planning, design, engineering, right-of-
way, construction and maintenance (8).  

The principles of environmental justice are also incorporated in multi-modal 
transportation projects that address the needs of pedestrians, bicyclists, transit riders and single-
and multi-occupant vehicle users.  Incorporating public involvement in transportation decision-
making responds to the multi-modal transportation needs of residents, in particular low-income 
and minority populations.  Identifying and working with community groups that represent those 
affected by transportation projects to identify and address their needs is one way to implement 
effective decision-making and environmental justice principles (11).  The needs of the 
community change over time, however, and transportation policy and planning recognizes the
role of how the changing demographics of a community affect transportation systems and policy 
(11).

Ethnic Populations

Demographics of Ethnic and Foreign-Born Populations in Minnesota
The population of foreign-born Minnesotans has increased from 113,039 to 260,463 from 1990 
to 2000, with the largest increase in rural or non-urban areas of Minnesota (12).  The increasing 
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foreign-born population is attributed to the Black or African American, Asian or Pacific Islander 
and Hispanic or Latino racial and ethnic groups.  These racial and ethnic groups will continue to 
grow in Minnesota, both through immigration and through native births.  Black or African 
Americans are predicted to grow in Minnesota by 113 percent by 2025, while Asians or Pacific 
Islander will increase in population by 104 percent, and Hispanic or Latinos will experience a 
248 percent growth (12).   

The 2000 US Census Data states the Hmong grew the fastest of the Asian or Pacific 
Islander race groups.  Minnesota Hmong population in 2000 was 45,443, of which 26,234 
Hmong are foreign-born (13, 14).  The largest concentration of Hmong in the United States is in 
St. Paul, Minnesota.  The largest population of Hmong outside the Twin Cities Metropolitan 
Area is in Lyon County and Olmstead County located in southwest and southeast Minnesota, 
respectively (13).   

In 2000, the Somali population, which is the largest of the Black or African American 
race groups, was 11,164 of which 9,338 were foreign born (14, 15,). The largest numbers of 
Black or African Americans in Minnesota live in Hennepin and Ramsey County, while large 
populations live in rural counties of Olmstead, Rice, St. Louis and Stearns located in rural 
regional trade centers in Minnesota (16).

The number of foreign-born Hispanic or Latinos in 2000 was 57,573 (14).  The largest 
numbers of Hispanic or Latinos in Minnesota live in Hennepin and Ramsey County, while large 
populations also live in Faribault, in Rice County, as well as Olmstead, Nobles, Freeborn and 
Kandiyohi County located in southeast, southwest and central Minnesota (16).   

Minnesota will continue to experience an increasing racial and ethnically diverse 
population.  The Black or African American, Asian or Pacific Islander and Hispanic or Latino 
populations will continue to grow in both urban and rural areas in Minnesota.  From 1990 to 
2000, foreign-born and non-white populations increased the fastest in rural counties outside of 
the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area (12).  The increasing numbers of foreign-born and immigrant 
population’s present opportunities to meet the diverse transportation needs of these dynamic and 
distinct cultural groups.

Travel Trends and Behaviors of Ethnic and Foreign Born Populations
A number of studies examine travel behavior issues, mode preference, and travel patterns of 
people of color (17).  Guiliano found Blacks “spend the most time traveling,” but found location 
patterns influenced Black and Hispanic travel behavior, while “travel choice” influenced Asian 
travel patterns (17).  A study by Wilson and Johnston-Anumonwo also found that gender, race 
and ethnicity contributed to high transit use and commute times compared to non-white 
populations in Detroit, Kansas City and Miami (18).  

Purvis provides a review of “Changes Over Time in Transportation Mode for Journey to 
Work: Effects of Aging and Immigration” in which Myers reports that recent immigrants in San 
Francisco, California carpooled more often, relied on transit for work trips and were less likely to 
own a car than native born residents (19).  Myers also found that immigrants travel patterns, such 
as commute times, matched native born patterns over time as they purchased vehicles (19).

Sen also found the use of walking and transit for trips among Black and Hispanic women 
may reflect “differences in car and license ownership and cultural differences reinforced by land 
use patterns and transit availability” in specific neighborhoods (20).  

One study reported by Sen states that many elderly Asian (Indian and Chinese) and 
Hispanic women do not drive or have drivers licenses (20).  Language barriers prevent these 



Wilson and Douma 5

elderly groups from accessing public transportation.  Relatives provide financial means for 
owning a car and many women rely on male household members for transportation (20).  

Sen also stated that the “transport experience” in their native country may influence 
travel patterns and behaviors of current foreign-born US women (20).  Immigrants from rural 
areas with language barriers and low-income immigrants, combined with marital status, are less 
likely to adapt to US cultural norms and automobile use patterns and will continue to rely on 
walking, biking and transit (20).

Ethnic and Foreign-Born Populations and Transportation Planning
A number of studies examine cultural issues of minority and ethnic populations in relation to 
transportation planning, including increasing transit subsidies, creating transportation plans, 
understanding cultural differences in populations, evaluating transportation projects and public 
participation in the transportation planning process.  

The 2001 National Household Travel Survey states that increasing transit subsidies for 
minority residents would assist those populations, and therefore increase their mobility (21).
Transit and transportation subsidies are an environmental justice issue, as well as a transport 
issue.  Other options to increase transport mobility include increasing automobile ownership and 
providing programs to maintain vehicles for minority and ethnic populations (17).  

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration states transportation program 
planning should consider the “differences in country of origin, length of time in the United 
States, and reasons for immigrating to the United States” of minority and ethnic populations (22).  
Sen also states knowing the “age, stage in life cycle, location, trip needs, mode choice, life style 
based on previous experiences and cultural background” will also determine the transportation 
characteristics and needs of foreign-born populations (20).  

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration also conducted focus groups with 
members of the Hispanic community to determine their highway safety needs (22).  They found 
involving community cultural leaders, cultural based community groups and using language 
appropriate bilingual print materials in transportation and transit planning are important ways to 
reflect the transportation needs of cultural groups in urban and rural areas (22).

Sensitive Populations Studies in Small and Medium Sized Communities
Few studies exist that examine the transportation needs and values of foreign-born and ethnic 
populations in rural areas, or small and medium sized communities.  While studies have been 
conducted regarding the transportation needs of urban minority or immigrant populations,
investigation of rural areas are limited to sensitive populations, such as welfare recipients and 
low-income and minority neighborhoods.  

The Charlotte Punta-Gorda Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) conducted a 
Community Impact Assessment (CIA) of the residents in Charlotte County, Florida (1).  The 
MPO staff interviewed representatives from the low-income and minority neighborhoods to 
determine environmental justice needs of the community.  The process incorporated public 
involvement in decision-making that addressed environmental justice transportation issues and 
needs (1).

The Mineta Transportation Institute, College of Business, conducted a study in 2001 of 
the transportation needs of welfare recipients in Fresno County, California.  Researchers 
identified rural areas in Fresno, County and conducted focus groups and surveys with welfare 
recipients (2).  The purpose of the study was to understand the travel behavior and identify the 
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transportation needs of welfare recipients to mitigate transportation barriers. Respondents 
reported infrequent bus service and schedules with long wait times, long bus rides and unreliable 
service.  Transit service to rural areas is limited and rural respondents had greater transportation 
difficulty and issues compared with others who lived in larger communities (2).  While this study 
addresses the gap in literature examining the transportation needs of rural welfare recipients, it 
provides a foundation, in addition to the studies on ethnic populations in urban areas, and to 
conduct an analysis of foreign born and ethnic transportation needs of rural and urban areas 
using focus groups.

Ethnic and Foreign-Born Populations Studies in Large Metropolitan Communities
A number of studies exist that examine the transportation needs and values of foreign-born and 
ethnic or immigrant populations in urban areas.  However, these studies did not consider the 
relationship between the needs of ethnic communities in rural and urban areas.  Researchers at 
the University of Arizona, Tucson, Drachman Institute examined the transportation needs of 
women in the US in terms of their cultural background.  Previous studies researched modal 
preferences of women, however, failed to include culture and first generation immigrant status as 
a contributing factor to travel behavior and patterns (3).  Further needed research also includes
the influence of birth country, length of residence in the US and age of immigration on modal 
preference and current mode use (3).

In 2001 the Arizona Department of Transportation investigated the role of transportation 
agencies in addressing environmental justice issues by administering surveys to state 
Departments of Transportation and interviewing members of the Arizona community to 
determine environmental justice issues among low-income and minority residents.  Community 
stakeholders identified a variety of environmental issues, however “lack of available 
transportation” was identified as a key environmental justice concern affecting low-income and 
minority residents.  Other transportation concerns include lack of mass transit connecting rural 
areas, lack of transit options, traffic congestion, widening and expansion of roads and increased 
transit options (4).  

METHODOLOGY

Study Methodology and Organization
In the spring of 2004 the State and Local Policy Program (SLPP) at the University of Minnesota 
Humphrey Institute organized focus groups to analyze the transportation needs of the foreign-
born and immigrant Minnesota subgroup populations.  As African American, Asians or Pacific 
Islanders, and Hispanic/Latino groups are the principal racial and ethnic groups contributing to 
population growth in Minnesota, the researchers looked to 2000 Census Data and Minnesota 
State Demographic Center information that identified Somali, Hmong and Latino populations as 
the largest African American, Asian or Pacific Islander and Hispanic/Latino subgroups in 
Minnesota (12, 13, 14).  

SLPP conducted focus groups in rural and urban locations in Minnesota that contain 
significant numbers of these immigrant subgroup populations.  SLPP held seven focus groups 
from February to June 2004: four in the Twin Cities and three in outstate or rural Minnesota 
(TABLE 1).  TABLE 1 provides the location, date and language spoken of the rural and urban 
focus groups, as well as the social service organizations contacted to gather participants.  SLPP 
contacted and worked with rural and urban social service organizations located in Minnesota that 
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provide services to immigrant populations.  The organizations assembled focus group 
participants and provided a location to hold the group.  SLPP staff acted as focus group 
moderators, and contracted with interpreters who provided appropriate language translation 
services during all of the focus groups and transcription of the focus group discussions. 

The value of using the focus group methodology in research is it provides information 
about the perceptions and opinions of groups of people, and provides data quickly at a low cost.  
Direct interaction with the participants allows moderators to ask open ended questions, clarify 
information immediately and probe for further questions (23).  The group discussion format 
allows and encourages different view points and provides clear, direct responses (24).  
Communication is a significant focus group issue to allow the researcher and respondents to 
interact.  SLPP segmented the focus groups into three language groups, Hmong, Spanish and 
Somali, and conducted the groups in the appropriate language to provide a coherent and 
consistent focus group discussion and to allow non-English speakers to interact and participate.

Focus Group Participants
The rural and urban focus groups were matched based on subgroup immigrant populations, and 
conducted in their native language, as also noted in TABLE 1.  SLPP identified two rural 
counties and communities with large numbers of Somali, Hmong and Spanish speaking 
populations.  Spanish and Somali speaking focus groups were conducted in Faribault in Rice 
County.  A focus group with Hmong residents was held in Tracy in Lyon County, Minnesota 
(FIGURE 1).

Spanish and two Somali speaking focus groups were conducted in Minneapolis in 
Hennepin County, while one focus group with Hmong residents was held in St. Paul in Ramsey 
County, Minnesota.  The two Somali speaking focus groups were held in Minneapolis, one with 
women and one with men, at the recommendation of the social service organization there, which 
informed us that the Somali women often defer to their male counterpart viewpoint in group 
discussions.  In developing the Somali speaking focus group in Faribault, however, the social 
service agency indicated the volunteers are very comfortable participating in mixed gender ESL 
classes.  It is unclear to these researchers as to why the difference in perceived gender roles exist, 
this is possibly a point for further research.  The remaining focus groups had a combination of 
male and female participants.  

Urban and Rural Definitions
For the purpose of this study, rural and urban communities are defined based on US Department 
of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration descriptions (25).  The US DOT defines 
three types of rural communities: “basic rural,” “developed rural,” and “urban boundary rural.”  
Lyon County, Minnesota fits the description of “developed rural” as it is a “dispersed county 
with one or more population centers of 5,000 or more.”(25).  Lyon County is located in 
southwestern Minnesota and is over 100 miles from the Twin Cities metro area.  The county has 
one community with over 5,000 citizens.  Marshall has 12,828 citizens, while Tracy has the 
second highest county population of 2,260 citizens (26).  

Rice County, Minnesota is located 50 miles south of the Twin Cities.  The county has two 
communities with populations over 5,000.  Faribault has 20,818 residents (27) and Northfield has 
18,256 residents (28).  Rice County is experiencing increased development in communities such 
as Faribault and Northfield due to its proximity to the southern Twin Cities metro area.  Rice 
County is therefore considered an “urban boundary rural” area because of its location in the “ex-
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urban” or urban fringe outside a major metropolitan area and “has population and economic 
growth, and transportation infrastructure” connected to the Twin Cities (25).  Ramsey and 
Hennepin County, Minnesota located in the Twin Cities metro area are “designated urban areas 
with a population of 50,000 or more.” Ramsey County has 511,035 residents and Hennepin 
County has 1,116,200 citizens (29, 30).

Urban and Rural Focus Group Results
The focus group discussion guide contained a series of questions appropriate to identifying the 
transportation needs of the rural and urban immigrant subgroup populations, including questions 
about their travel behavior (trips and activities) and questions about mode preferences and other 
factors that may affect their travel behavior.

The following is a descriptive analysis of the raw focus group data translated by the contract 
interpreters (23).  These results help define the travel needs of the participants, which, in turn, 
provide a basis to include these groups in the transportation planning process in ways consistent 
with environmental justice principles, and may suit the requirements of the growing immigrant 
populations in Minnesota.  

Hmong Speaking Focus Group Results

Travel Behavior Hmong speaking participants in Tracy and St. Paul, Minnesota travel primarily 
outside their neighborhood or community for work, school, shopping and visiting relatives.  
Tracy participants prefer to travel in their community but have to travel to Mankato and Marshall 
for work, health care and daily supplies.  All participants noted that work was an important daily 
activity, while attending school, household chores and taking care of family were more important 
to Hmong in the St. Paul group.  Participants in Tracy reported that visiting relatives, going to 
the doctor and social activities were important for them.  

As for modal preferences, participants in Tracy had mixed feelings towards riding the 
bus.  Most owned cars and were willing to ride share if necessary.  St. Paul participants were not 
comfortable using transit as they were afraid of getting lost, hurt or attacked if they used it.  
Above all, participants in both groups preferred direct and readily available transportation.

Safety Issues Urban and rural Hmong participants have safety concerns when walking, however,
Hmong in St. Paul are primarily concerned about getting lost when walking as they  did not 
speak or read English, while the Hmong in Tracy have physical safety concerns.  Car accidents 
are not a concern for Hmong participants in St. Paul as they primarily rely on their children for 
transportation, walk or take the bus, however, they are concerned of car accidents when walking 
and riding in taxis.  Car accidents are a concern for Hmong respondents when traveling, 
especially to Marshall for work in the winter.  

Cultural Factors Participants in St. Paul and Tracy also prefer to travel with friends and 
relatives they know.  Hmong participants also report Hmong men will not travel in a car with 
Hmong women who are married.  Hmong women also do not invite other Hmong men to travel 
with them, but they will travel with other Hmong women.  

Additional transportation characteristics that appeared to be particular to cultural 
practices were noted in the St. Paul group, who reported that they rely primarily on their adult 
children for transportation.  Most of the participants in the St. Paul focus group were older, 
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elderly immigrants, however, and as they may not have a driver’s license or feel comfortable 
taking transit, this may influence their reliance on children for transportation.  Participants in this 
group were also concerned about getting lost when walking as they cannot speak or read English.

Comparison of Urban and Rural Hmong Speaking Focus Groups Primary similarities of the 
transportation needs of Hmong speaking rural and urban Minnesotans include: traveling outside 
their neighborhood for work, school, shopping and visiting relatives; work as an important daily 
activity; safety as a concern when walking; preference for direct and readily available 
transportation; and a preference to travel with friends and relatives they know. Limited English 
skills also represented a common challenge.

Differences in the transportation needs of urban and rural participants included Tracy 
participants reporting a lower concern for car accidents, and a higher comfort level when riding 
the bus.  These focus group participants were also more mobile compared to St. Paul 
participants, as they had higher levels of vehicle ownership, and rely less on their children for 
transportation. St. Paul participants reported greater safety and security concerns when traveling.  

Somali Speaking Focus Group Results

Travel Behavior Somali speaking participants in Faribault and women in Minneapolis reported 
that they travel primarily inside their neighborhood for work, attending school and for basic 
needs, but travel outside their community to visit friends and relatives.  Participants from the 
focus group with male participants, however, stated that they travel primarily outside their 
neighborhood for work, health care services and to also visit friends and relatives.  Respondents 
in each of the focus groups report different important daily activities.  In Faribault, important 
daily activities include working, attending school and visiting friends, while Minneapolis 
participants report cooking, going to school, health care, and working as important.  

Participants in the Minneapolis women’s group had a preference for using transit, but 
missing appointments or arriving late for work could be an issue.  When punctuality was a 
concern, the participants stated that taxi service or ride sharing were viable options.  These 
respondents felt that the bus could take them to most of their destinations, but their male 
counterparts prefer a bus transportation system with direct connections that would otherwise
shorten trip length.  Faribault participants are comfortable using the bus system, but they felt 
they lacked transportation choices, as there is only one bus route and unreliable taxi service.    

Few participants in Minneapolis and Faribault own vehicles, however, Minneapolis 
respondents have financial barriers to vehicle ownership.  Faribault and Minneapolis women 
participants prefer to own a car.  Faribault participants stated direct and readily transportation is 
achieved through vehicle ownership, while male Minneapolis respondents suggested increasing 
bus service and shortening wait time to provide readily available transportation

Safety Issues Faribault participants stated that they feel safe on a bus or taxi, but not as safe 
traveling in a car.  Accidents are only a concern for Minneapolis women participants when 
walking. Participants in the men’s group, however, had more concerns when driving on the 
freeway, taking the taxi or bus and preferred to travel in groups.  Privacy is not an issue for 
Minneapolis participants; however, Faribault respondents prefer to travel by car with those they 
know.  Physical security when riding the bus, waiting for the bus, or walking alone is an issue for 
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Minneapolis respondents, while concerns of the Faribault participants were limited to waiting at 
the bus stop or traveling in winter.  

Cultural Factors Faribault and Minneapolis respondents have language barrier issues when 
traveling and communicating.  In particular, Minneapolis men stated they have difficulty 
communicating with taxi and bus drivers, and all Minneapolis participants reported that they had 
had problems with discrimination.

Comparison of Somali Speaking Focus Groups Primary similarities in the transportation needs 
of Somali speaking rural and urban Minnesotans include the strong comfort level of using transit 
and desire to own vehicles, concerns for physical security when waiting for the bus, attending 
school as an important daily activity and language barriers when traveling.  Differences in the 
transportation needs of urban and rural respondents include preference to travel in or outside 
their local community, reporting many different types of important daily activities, the 
importance of missing appointments and work, access to transportation, financial barriers to 
vehicle ownership, concerns for privacy when traveling, language barriers beyond traveling, 
concerns regarding bus routes and characteristics of direct and readily available transportation, 
computer use, and multi-modal transportation safety concerns.

Urban male focus group participants in Minneapolis are more mobile, have greater access 
to transportation choices, and are more computer literate than Faribault and Minneapolis women 
respondents.  They travel more often outside of the community for work and other activities, yet 
heavily rely on ride sharing, the bus and taxi service, which is similar to other participants in 
Minneapolis and Faribault.  Faribault and Minneapolis women respondents have less 
transportation choices as they rely primarily on the bus system, which in Faribault has only one 
route.  Minneapolis women and men have financial barriers to vehicle ownership and greater 
safety and physical security concerns when traveling compared to Faribault respondents.  
Preference to own vehicles and language barriers when traveling is common to rural and urban 
Somali speaking participants.  

Spanish Speaking Focus Group Results

Travel Behavior Spanish speaking participants in both the Faribault and Minneapolis groups 
reported a willingness to travel often in and outside their communities for basic needs, work or 
school.  Interestingly, Minneapolis participants preferred to travel outside their local community, 
while participants in Faribault preferred to stay within their community for these trips. Important 
daily activities for Minneapolis participants included attending school and working, while 
Faribault participants prefer to dedicate time to children and spouses.

Participants in Faribault and Minneapolis are comfortable using transit and have several 
financial barriers to owning a vehicle, including costs to maintain a vehicle.  Minneapolis 
respondents however prefer to take the bus rather than walk, yet both Minneapolis and Faribault 
respondents will walk, ride share, bike or take a taxi if the bus is not an option.  

Despite this preference for using transit, however, participants noted that slow bus 
schedules and long bus wait times detracted from this being an effective mode.  Faribault 
participants are more concerned of a lack of a connected bus system and difficulty 
communicating with bus and cab drivers, while missed transfers and racism from bus drivers 
were the primary challenges for participants in Minneapolis.  Missing appointments was an issue 



Wilson and Douma 11

for both urban and rural participants, and they stated that a lack of readily available alternatives 
to the existing bus service negatively affected their ability to arrive to work on time or have 
access to transportation during emergencies.  

Safety Issues Safety when traveling is more of a concern for Minneapolis respondents when they 
wait for or walk to the bus, however, Faribault participants only noted safety issues when they 
travel outside of the community.  

Cultural Factors Minneapolis respondents report unique cultural issues such as racism from bus 
drivers, including rude comments and stranding riders running to catch the bus.

Comparison of Spanish Speaking Focus Groups Primary similarities in the transportation 
needs of Spanish speaking rural and urban Minnesotans include the awareness of concerns of 
safety when traveling, especially by bus; the strong comfort level of using transit and financial 
barriers to vehicle ownership; missing appointments, slow bus schedules and long wait times 
also concern participants from both communities.  Differences in the transportation needs of 
urban and rural respondents include preference of travel in or outside their local community, the 
types of important daily activities, computer use and concerns regarding bus routes.  

Rural focus group participants in Faribault have more transportation disadvantages from 
the lack of transit access compared to Minneapolis participants.  Their reliance on other types of 
transportation and computers may reflect this disadvantage.  Minneapolis participants experience 
increased racism and delay when traveling by bus in comparison to Faribault participants 
however they prefer to travel outside their neighborhood, which may reflect the necessity to 
travel to work, school and other locations in the Twin Cities metropolitan area.  Financial 
barriers to vehicle ownership and reliance on other modes of transportation are common to rural 
and urban Spanish speaking participants.

CONCLUSIONS
Identifying the transportation values and behaviors of rural and urban foreign-born immigrant 
subgroup populations is one step to involve minority populations in the environmental justice
decision-making process.  Results from the focus groups with foreign-born ethnic subgroup 
populations in urban and rural Minnesota indicate differences in transportation values, behaviors 
and needs not only among geographic location, but also within and between the subgroup 
populations.  While all focus group participants reported that language barriers affected their 
transportation needs in various ways, their cultural background and geographic location 
presented a more significant barrier to meeting their mobility needs. 

Differences in travel behaviors were noted between the urban and rural groups across all 
three ethnic populations. These differences were more noticeable, however, between urban and 
rural Hmong and Somali speaking groups than between the urban and rural Spanish speaking 
participants, who stated similarities regarding financial barriers to vehicle ownership, reliance on 
multi-modal transportation, awareness of safety concerns when traveling, and a strong comfort 
level using transit, although they also stated a number of concerns regarding the quality of transit 
service.

These results support some of the suggestions from previous research.  Purvis reports that 
recent immigrants to San Francisco carpooled more often and were less likely to own a car than 
native born residents (19).  Focus groups in rural and urban areas report similar results as urban 
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and rural Spanish and Somali and urban Hmong respondents report they do not own vehicles.  
Urban Hmong also prefer to ride with friends and relatives and rural and urban Spanish speaking 
participants ride share if taking the bus is not an option.

Research by Sen also states that walking and transit trips may result from “differences in 
car ownership and cultural differences reinforced by land use patterns and transit availability.”
(20).  Financial barriers to vehicle ownership and language barriers when traveling are a 
common concern and theme all focus group participants in this study.  Financial barriers to 
vehicle ownership and transit and transportation availability also affect mode preferences and 
mobility as reported by Sen (20).   Rural Hmong, urban Spanish and urban Somali participants 
are more mobile, while the Spanish and Somali respondents in Minneapolis have greater access 
to transportation services.  Urban Hmong, rural Spanish and Somali and urban Somali women 
have more transportation disadvantages for a variety of reasons.  Urban Hmong physical safety 
and security transport concerns when traveling, cultural sensitivities for Hmong men to refrain 
from traveling with married Hmong women, and limited English skills prevent increased 
mobility.  Rural Spanish and Somali lack of vehicle ownership, coupled with limited
transportation service in Faribault decreases access to transportation.  

Research by Wilson and Johnston-Anumonwo found that race and ethnicity contributed 
to high transit use compared to white populations (18).  Focus group results support this research 
as rural and urban Spanish and Somali participants report transit or bus use.  Sen also states that 
immigrants from rural areas with language barriers continue to rely on walking, biking and 
transit and are less likely to adapt to US cultural norms and automobile use patterns (20).  This is 
a point for further research to determine why the rural Hmong speaking focus group participants 
report high levels of vehicle ownership while in turn the rural Spanish and Somali respondents 
report transit, taxi, ride sharing, walking and biking use.  Geographic location of the participants, 
transit availability, adaptation to US cultural norms and language skills of the populations may 
be contributing factors to determine vehicle ownership levels and transit use.

Other research on sensitive and minority populations supports additional focus group 
findings.  The Arizona Department of Transportation reported concern from minority population 
representatives for connecting transportation with rural areas and lack of available transportation
(4).  Research from Fresno County also found infrequent bus service and long bus wait times an 
issue for respondents (2).  Spanish and Somali rural and urban focus group participants in 
Minnesota reported an issue with infrequent, less direct and delay from bus service.  Hmong 
participants reported less concerns with transportation service as they primarily rely on their 
children for transportation, or in rural areas have high levels of vehicle ownership.

Research by Guiliano also supports these findings as “location patterns influenced 
Black/African American travel behavior” while “travel choice” influenced Asian/Pacific Islander 
American travel patterns (17).  It appears that the urban Hmong participants choose to rely on
adult children for transportation and travel with those they know from either language barrier or 
comfort issues or cultural sensitivity issues.  Additional research is needed, however, to 
determine if “location patterns influence” the urban and rural Somali travel behavior.  

Additional research may also help to determine how transportation planners can address 
the transportation needs of the foreign-born populations.  The following section provides a 
review of the methods transportation planners can incorporate in transportation plans, policies 
and programs to confront the transportation needs of the foreign-born populations.
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Recommendations for Further Research
Several options exist for transportation planners to increase the transportation mobility of rural 
and urban Hmong, Somali and Spanish speaking sub-populations in Minnesota based on the 
results of the focus groups.  These options include understanding the transportation issues facing 
rural and urban communities, understanding the cultural characteristics of the ethnic and 
minority populations, involving community cultural leaders in transportation and transit 
planning, and increasing transit subsidies or vehicle ownership of ethnic and foreign-born 
populations.  

Increased knowledge of the travel patterns, behaviors and preference of foreign-born 
ethnic populations assist environmental justice decision-making measures, but also provide 
information on potential transportation markets to transportation service practitioners. This 
process could be further enhanced through successful collaboration with social service 
community groups that interact with foreign-born ethnic populations.  Transportation planners 
benefit from understanding the cultural characteristics of those populations by allowing them to 
create better transportation plans and projects that meet their needs.  Allowing foreign-born 
populations to contribute to transportation decision-making is an important component to ensure 
compliance with the Environmental Justice Executive Order to suit not only the needs of the 
foreign-born populations, but of the greater community’s economy and environment.  
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TABLES AND FIGURES

TABLE 1 Rural and Urban Focus Groups

FIGURE 1 Foreign-Born Population Change 1990–2000
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 TABLE 1 Rural and Urban Focus Groups

Location Date LanguageFocus Group
Organizations

Rural Urban

Centro (Spanish) Minneapolis February 6, 2004 Spanish

Faribault ECFE 
(Spanish)

Faribault February 24, 2004 Spanish

Brian Coyle 
Community Center 
(Somali)

Minneapolis March 9, 2004 Somali

Hmong American 
Partnership 
(Hmong)

St. Paul March 23, 2004 Hmong

Faribault Adult 
Learning Center 
(Somali)

Faribault May 19, 2004 Somali

Roselle Apartments 
(Somali)

Minneapolis June 5, 2004 Somali

Tracy ESL 
(Hmong)

Tracy June 15, 2004 Hmong
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau
Generated by Jon Osmond; using American FactFinder; <http://factfinder.census.gov>; (July 2003).
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