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Independent travel on the part of young teens has seen a dramatic drop over the 

past 30 years.  Pre-driving teens are increasingly reaching destinations via an automobile 

typically driven by parents or adults instead of by bicycle and walking.  This 

phenomenon is one factor contributing to substantial growth in non-work auto travel 

(leading to traffic congestion) and it is further associated with less independent and 

physical activity on the part of young teens (potentially leading to ill-health). 

Using in-depth interviews combined with a travel diary specifically developed for 

the thirteen-, fourteen-, and fifteen-year-old cohort, this research seeks to understand the 

decline in independent travel and what facilitates and prevents young teens from traveling 

independently.   The travel diary was administered to 31 young teens in the Austin, Texas 

area and those respondents subsequently were interviewed to interpret and expand upon 

the diary information.   

Results of the interviews suggest a complex web of factors influencing the travel 

behavior of young teens.   Besides lack of desirable destinations, teens faced physical 

barriers such as streets without continuous sidewalks, steep hills, and long distances on 
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unshaded streets.  But parental and peer influence were also found to be significant in 

shaping travel preferences and behaviors.  Parents directly shape teen travel through  

what they allow and forbid their children to do and the example they set by the modes 

they use.  Teens find reliance on chauffeured trips to school and other destinations to be 

convenient and socially reinforced by peers. 

This exploratory effort contributes to a better understanding of the preferences 

and constraints that are shaping teen travel behavior and adult non-work trips.  The teen-

oriented travel diary developed for this research can be easily used in a larger quantitative 

study that would enable researcher to learn more about the travel of this important group.  

However, the results of this dissertation research suggest factors beyond those 

traditionally addressed in transportation planning are influential, therefore, future 

research should examine the nature of parental influence on the independent travel of 

young teens as well as how specific elements of the built environment may influence 

independent travel.   
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CHAPTER 1: WHY STUDY THE TRAVEL BEHAVIOR  
OF NON-DRIVING TEENS 

 
1.1  Introduction 

“When I was your age I walked and rode my bike everywhere.”  How many 

young people have heard their parents say this?  National travel data suggest that it is less 

likely that the young people of today will be saying this to their children.  Over the past 

several years young people’s use of the traditional modes of biking and walking to reach 

school has decreased dramatically (McDonald 2004).  Yet, there are few sources of data 

on the travel of this age group and what there is is suspect.  Therefore, this dissertation 

investigates what might be influencing the independent travel of young teens (13-15 

years of age) – a cohort physically able to travel by independent modes such as biking 

and walking, yet increasingly not. 

Why might we care about the travel of young teens?  They may be contributing to 

other trends: increased non-work travel (and traffic congestion), increased burden on 

parents as chauffeurs, and increased overweight and obesity in young people.  The Texas 

Transportation Institute estimates that travelers in the Austin, Texas area average 49 

hours per year of delay due to traffic congestion (Schrank and Lomax 2004).  That is over 

two whole days a year of sitting in the car and slowly trying to reach your destination.  

This is the highest amount for any city in the U.S. with a population of between one-half 

and one million people.  Where is everyone going?  According to the federal 

transportation survey last completed in 2001, over 80% of trips are to someplace other 

than work and nearly half are for family and personal business (USDOT, BTS 2003).  

Included in the family and personal business category are trips where someone is driving 
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someone else someplace else.  The drivers themselves have no business at the 

destination, they are merely chauffeurs.  In some cases they may be driving someone who 

is incapable of driving such as a very young or very old person.  However, the national 

data suggest that increasingly young people who are capable of walking and bicycling to 

destinations on their own are being driven.  In 1969 41.6% of intermediate school 

children walked or rode their bike to school while in 2001 only 12.5% did (McDonald 

2004).  The data also show that the share of trips to school via school bus declined and 

the share of auto trips rose from 12.3% to 43.1% for this same age cohort (McDonald 

2004). 

What is known about the travel of these young people and what may contribute to 

the decline in independent travel?  The literature indicates that they influence the travel of 

adults in the household (Damm and Lerman 1981, Madden 1981, Bhat 1998) and the 

mother’s travel more than the father’s (Rosenbloom 1987, Madden 1981).  In addition, 

family responsibilities affect the type and location of jobs that mothers take (Hanson and 

Pratt 1995).  Most of the transportation literature regarding teens is concerned with 

driving and related risky behaviors (Graham 2002, Williams, Lund, and Preusser 1985).  

So, little is known about the travel behavior of young teens and why they are increasingly 

not walking and biking to their destinations. 

Besides their impact on women’s travel, the lack of traveling by the physically 

active modes of walking and biking may be a factor in the increase in overweight and 

obesity in this age group.  As of 2000 over 15% of young Americans age 12 to 19 years 

old were overweight (Ogden et al. 2002).  Being overweight as a child is a predictor for 
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being overweight as an adult and being overweight as an adult makes one at risk for a 

variety of ill-health effects (Serdula et al. 1993, Pi-Sunyer 1991). 

In addition, adolescents are at a stage of growth where they are forming an 

identity away from their family and looking for people with whom they have an affinity 

(Rice 1999).  Independent travel leads to increased self-esteem, teaches young people 

how to behave in society, and allows them to make decisions on their own (Kegerreis 

1993).  Independent travel is part of the growing process in creating one’s own identity 

away from the family (McMeeking and Purkayastha 1995).  Oldenburg (1999 [1989]) 

contends that being chauffeured is an isolating action that keeps young people from 

interacting with other people, particularly people of different ages and backgrounds.   

The most widespread source of travel information in the U.S. is the national travel 

survey conducted by the federal department of transportation, most recently in 2001.  The 

primary purpose of this survey had been to assess the travel of adults.  Increasingly over 

the years younger and younger children have been included in the data and trip purposes 

more suited to young people have been added.  Yet, travel data from 13- and 14-year-olds 

is gathered from the parents as is most of the data from 15-year-olds.  In addition, young 

teens’ data are not necessary in order for the household’s data to be considered 

“complete” and included in the national data set (U.S.DOT 2003).   

There are two studies that looked at teen travel from their perspective.  Gurin 

(1974) looked at the travel of white, males in Boston suburbs.  He met with them in focus 

groups over three months in autumn of 1971.  They filled out travel logs and discussed 

travel.  The teens in this study thought transit was inconvenient and did not meet their 
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need for traveling spontaneously and wanting to travel fast.  One finding of interest was 

that they don’t want their parents to know about every place they go!  This suggests that 

the national data may be incomplete. 

The other study that considered travel from the perspective of the teen looked 

solely at access to leisure activities (McMeeking and Purkayastha 1995).  Like Gurin 

(1974), McMeeking and Purkayastha (1995) found that teens did not care for transit.  

Also, they found that teens were frustrated by their inability to travel independently to 

leisure activities.  So, what little is known directly about teen travel is related to white, 

males thirty years ago and regarding access to one type of activity.  What is gathered 

through the national travel survey is suspect since it uses a tool designed primarily for 

adult travel, the data are not reported by the young teens, and they have indicated they are 

reluctant to tell their parents every place they go. 

Therefore, there are two other questions that need to be answered before asking 

what influences the independent travel of young teens.  First, what activities and modes 

should be included in an instrument designed to learn about the travel of young teens?  

Second, how are young teens currently getting to desired destinations? 

 

1.2  Definitions and Methodology  
 There are three terms I will use throughout this dissertation in order to mean 

something specific.  First is the term “young teen.”  Throughout this document this 

phrase will refer to 13-, 14-, and 15-year-olds.  Some information is not available for this 

exact cohort and that will be noted, as necessary.  The second term is “independent 

travel.”  By this term I mean travel that is independent of an adult facilitator.  For the 
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purposes of this dissertation that will mean the following modes: bicycle, walk, public 

transit, and school bus.  Last is the term “built environment.”  This term will be used 

throughout this document as shorthand for the environment that is not the natural 

environment, although some of the sources used in this document may use some other 

definition.  In particular, the national travel survey data uses a variable to characterize the 

area where a person lives (U.S.DOT 2003).  The variable runs along a spectrum from 

rural to urban.  It is intended to characterize areas as small as 4 square miles along the 

spectrum (Miller and Hodges 1994).  The variable is calculated using the population 

density of the target area and comparing it to the population density of the surrounding 

areas.  The objective in creating this variable is to classify “settlement types” (Miller and 

Hodges 1994, 1) and the authors admit that this operationalization is imperfect. 

Keeping these definitions in mind we are ready to learn about the travel behavior 

of young teens.  Exploratory research is generally best carried out with qualitative 

research methods and that is what is proposed for this dissertation research.  In the first 

place, this research used interviews with young teens and their parents in order to pre-test 

the completeness of a teen-oriented travel diary.  At the end of this portion of the research 

I have answered my first question: What activities and modes are appropriate for an 

instrument to study the travel behavior of young teens?   

The second phase of this dissertation research is the implementation of the newly-

developed teen-oriented travel diary.  This was accomplished by recruiting young teens 

in the Austin, Texas area and having them fill out the diary for three days.  At the end of 
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this portion of the research I am able to answer my second research question:  How do 

young teens currently get to desired destinations? 

Equipped with these results I am ready to answer my third research question: 

What helps and what hinders the independent mobility of young teens?  To answer this 

research question I interviewed the young teens that filled out the diaries.  In this way I 

can probe the young teens about their motivations and attitudes about their activities and 

travel options. 

 

1.3 Outline of the Study  
This dissertation is organized as follows.  Chapter 2 explores the literatures 

surrounding travel behavior before exploring general behavioral theories and proposing 

the use of an ecological framework for this dissertation research.  It will also cover what 

literature does exist related to the travel of teens in general and young teens in particular.  

Lastly, it will sum up other literature streams suggested by the ecological framework; 

namely adolescent psychology and the influence of the built environment on travel.  

Chapter 3 presents the results of an examination of the national travel survey regarding 

the travel behavior of young teens.  The results are found to be inadequate to answer 

questions regarding influences on the independent travel of young teens.  Therefore, 

Chapter 4 proposes an approach to study the travel behavior of young teens. This chapter 

also presents the development of the teen-oriented travel diary. 

The results of the research are presented in two chapters.  Chapter 5 covers the 

results from the travel diaries.  This chapter answers the second research question 

regarding where and how young teens travel.  Chapter 6 concentrates on what was 
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learned in the interviews: how teens perceive their travel, and what they feel helps them 

and prevents them from traveling on their own.  With these findings in mind Chapter 7 

outlines how the use of this innovative teen-oriented travel diary gives us a better idea of 

what else needs to be studied, what methods are likely to be most fruitful to enhance our 

understanding of travel decisions by young teens, and the implications of this work for 

transportation policy. 
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CHAPTER 2 – TEEN TRAVEL, BEHAVIORAL THEORIES, AND THE 
ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
2.1  Introduction 

The focus of the research presented here is an analysis of the independent travel 

behavior of non-driving teens and what influences their travel behavior.   Since there is a 

paucity of information about teen travel behavior, this dissertation research is largely 

exploratory.  Therefore it commences with an examination of theories of travel behavior 

and general behavioral theories before presenting relevant information about the 

subgroup of interest and factors that might influence the travel behavior of young teens.  

The theoretical underpinnings of three areas are examined in the first section of 

this chapter.  The first area examined is the basic dichotomy of travel behavior research 

of using trips or activities as the unit of analysis (Jones 1980).   The second theoretical 

area examined is related to the decision-making process and weighs the frequently used 

utility maximization theory (McFadden 1974) against those that include attitudes 

(Forward 1998).    The final theoretical area examined is general behavioral theories.  In 

particular, those based on Social Cognition Theory that posits in order to understand 

behavior a researcher must study the interactive relation between a behavior, the person, 

and their environment (Bandura 1986).  The theoretical section of the chapter ends with a 

conceptual framework for this dissertation research that includes behavior, person, and 

environment. 

The next section of this chapter presents relevant literatures regarding these three 

elements of the conceptual framework.  It opens with a review of teen-related behavior.  

Since this dissertation research is using an activity-based approach to travel it begins with 
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a review of the literature related to teen-oriented activities before covering the travel 

behavior of non-drivers in general and then adolescents specifically.  Following that is a 

section considering the personal aspects of teens that may affect their travel behavior.  

This section draws largely on the teen psychology literature.  Lastly, this section reviews 

the literature related to the built environment and travel behavior.  A concluding section 

synthesizes all the literature streams presented here and how it influences this dissertation 

research. 

 

2.2   Theoretical Approaches to Travel, Decision-Making, and Behavior 
 This section considers the theoretical lineage of three important vectors for this 

dissertation research.  First is the basic unit of analysis of travel behavior: the activity vs. 

the trip.   The use of one or the other entails a different approach to travel behavior, what 

motivates it, and how one models it. 

 The second area of import is the decision-making process itself – how a trip or 

activity is chosen by someone.  Whether a researcher assumes a person’s travel behavior 

decision-making process can be described as utility-maximization – acting in a rational 

way (“with consistent and transitive preferences” [Ben-Akiva and Lerman 1985, 38, 

emphasis in original]) – or in a manner that is influenced by attitudes, determines where 

one would search for factors influencing that behavior. 

 The last area covered in this section examines theories regarding behavior in 

general, behavior that is not transportation-specific.  The theories presented here stem 

from a basic theory that in order to understand a behavior, the researcher must also 

consider the person engaging in the behavior and the environment where the behavior 
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takes place (Bandura 1986).  As with the theory of the decision-making process, this can 

also guide the researcher to where to search for factors relevant to the behavior under 

investigation.  This section begins with the theories determining how to describe the 

travel itself: as a trip, or as one of many activities in which a person engages. 

 

2.2.1 Theoretical Approaches to Travel: Trip-Based v. Activity-Based  
The core of a study of travel behavior is whether the researcher uses trips or 

activities as the unit of analysis.  In the traditional four-step model to describe and predict 

travel behavior, trips are the unit of analysis.  And, these are primarily trips by adults via 

an automobile.  The objective of the four-step model is to predict future travel on major 

transportation segments (i.e. highways and arterials) in order for agencies to plan for the 

future.  Trips have characteristics such as where and when they started and where and 

when they ended.  In the trip-based approach to travel behavior, trips are considered 

atomistically.  

Yet, trips are not the objective of travel, in most cases (see Mohktarian and 

Salomon 2001), activities are.  In addition, decisions about travel such as destination and 

mode choice may not be made trip by trip – the outcome of a travel decision may involve 

a series of trips – and decision making regarding destinations and modes may not occur at 

the individual level but, perhaps, at the household level.  Researchers at Oxford 

University’s Transport Studies Unit built on work from time allocation studies and space-

time studies to propose an activity-based approach to travel (Jones 1980, Clarke et al. 

1981, Pas 1996).  In this approach trips are an activity that a person must juggle with 

other activities as they consider how to allocate their limited time and monetary 
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resources.  In other words, the trips are not isolated but fit within a larger context.  The 

initial proposition of these researchers also addressed other issues of the traditional 

modeling method by suggesting that in some households travel decisions are made at the 

household level, and life cycle is also an important factor in transportation modeling 

(Clarke et al. 1981).  Importantly, for this research, they showed that children have 

different activity patterns than adults and a contextual approach is appropriate to study 

travel behavior. 

Related to the use of activities as the basis of studying travel behavior is how 

researchers group and categorize activities.  Yet, what makes activities similar by purpose 

(e.g., shopping, social/recreation) may not be what makes them similar for the purpose of 

understanding travel behavior.  Bhat and Lockwood (2004) grouped the recreational 

activities of participants in the 2000 San Francisco Bay area travel survey into four 

smaller categories in order to suit their specific research goal of comparing physically 

active and physically passive episodes. 

On a larger scale Doherty (2003) questioned the grouping of activities by purpose.  

His research suggested that degree of flexibility in time, space, and among activity 

participants are the appropriate characteristics to use in grouping activities.  Using 

Principal Components Analysis, Doherty found that flexibility in time and space were 

significant characteristics of activities regarding what makes them similar for travel 

behavior research. 

The concept of flexibility as an influential factor in travel has also been applied to 

investigate the extent to which people travel by choice versus necessity.  Research 
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participants were asked about flexibility in their trips with respect to route, destination, 

and mode (Handy, Weston, and Mokhtarian 2003).  These studies suggest that while the 

study of travel behavior using an activity approach may be appropriate, perhaps 

researchers need to rethink the aggregation of activities into traditional categories and 

instead use an approach that more accurately reflects characteristics important for 

understanding travel behavior. 

 
2.2.2    Theoretical Approaches to Decision-Making:  

   Utility Maximization v. Attitude-Based Theories 
 The trip or activity approach dictates the unit of analysis, however it does not 

describe a particular decision-making process.  The most widely used decision-making 

process in transportation demand research is based on a blending of theories from 

economic/consumer theory and psychology – the random utility maximization approach 

resulting in a probabilistic prediction model (McFadden 1974).  This theory describes the 

decision-making process as a weighing of options that contribute to the utility of each 

choice; the actor then chooses the option with the highest utility. Some advantages of this 

approach are that it uses individual-level data, it relies on easily obtainable data, and can, 

given the assumptions of the theory, be operationalized.  Some drawbacks are that it 

assumes perfect knowledge of the choices, and does not accurately reflect people’s 

choice process.  The unrealistic assumption of perfect knowledge of choices is mitigated 

in more recent renditions by the form of a model comprised of two components: an 

observed and an unobserved component.  This allows the modeler to isolate what she 

cannot observe regarding the traveler’s decision-making process.  The observed 

component may be made up of variables such as ratio of licensed drivers to vehicles in a 
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household, income, sex, and the cost of different transportation choices.  The unobserved 

component (also known as the error term) can reflect any of dozens of unobserved factors 

influencing the utility of a choice and consequently its probability.  Assumptions about 

the error term dictate the final form of the model.  

 Two characteristics of this approach deserve comment.  First, while theoretically 

a researcher can include as many variables as deemed necessary to specify the model, the 

inclusion of a large number of variables leads to unwieldy models that may make 

interpretation difficult.  Second, the unit of analysis used influences the behavioral 

explanatory power of the model.  Utility maximization assumes the user has perfect 

knowledge and a set of criteria against which they measure various options.  These 

assumptions may not be appropriate to describe the decision-making process of young 

teens, therefore it is not used in this preliminary, exploratory work. 

To address shortfalls in the utility maximizing approach, researchers in the travel 

behavior field have introduced attitude-based variables into models since the mid-70s.  

Some early research sought to untangle the causality between attitudes and behavior 

(Tardiff 1977, Dobson et al. 1978).  But, it was the field of psychology that offered 

theories regarding various decision-making processes and the interaction between 

attitudes and behavior.  Two of these theories are the Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen 

and Fishbein 1980), and the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen 1991).   

The Theory of Reasoned Action and the Theory of Planned Behavior postulate 

that behavioral intention mediates between attitudes and behavior.  In the Theory of 

Reasoned Action there are two main influences: the attitude of the actor and the 
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subjective norm about particular behaviors.  One’s attitude is influenced by one’s belief 

about the behavior and assessments of what will happen if one engages in the behavior.  

The subjective norm is influenced by normative beliefs and motivation to comply with 

social norms.  The Theory of Planned Behavior adds another influence on behavioral 

intention – perceived behavioral control.  In some instances people may feel they have 

little or no control over their behavior.  This aspect is influenced by one’s belief of their 

control and power over the behavior.  See Figure 2.1 on page 41 for a diagram of the two 

theories.  Forward (1998) found that the Theory of Planned Behavior (with the addition 

of a variable representing habit) improved her models of modal choice in her work in 

three European cities.  Pertinent to this research these theories suggest peer pressure and 

attitudes about travel modes might influence travel behavior.  In considering how young 

teens make decisions, a framework that includes attitudes seems more appropriate than 

utility maximization, especially given the exploratory nature of this dissertation research. 

 

2.2.3  General Behavioral Theories 
 Since young teens are still developing physically and psychologically, the theories 

described above that are used to characterize adult behavior may not be appropriate for 

the population of interest.  This section describes some general behavioral theories that 

may be more relevant for the study of young teens.  Social Cognition Theory (SCT) 

posits that in order to understand behavior the researcher should look at interactive 

relationships among the general areas of behavior, the person, and the environment 

(Bandura 1986).  One influences and is influenced by the other.  This approach could be 

operationalized in existing multi-variate analytical methods by including interaction 
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terms among variables representing the major areas of behavior, person, and the 

environment.  Relevant to this dissertation research, SCT further reinforces the 

importance of context in understanding behavior and suggests that information about a 

person and their environment are relevant to understanding their behavior.  This 

framework seems well suited to exploratory research. 

Similar to SCT, Stokols proposed an ecological approach to investigating 

environments with respect to their health implications (Stokols 1992).  Previous 

approaches to health promotion had focused on individual factors influencing behavior.  

Stokols argued that environmental settings and interactions between people and between 

people and the environment were likely influential on behaviors affecting health.  

Although similar to SCT which emphasizes a reciprocal relationship among person, 

behavior, and environment, social ecology assumes that people are social creatures and 

this social environment is part of the context involving a person and their behavior.   

Stokols cited several reasons that a social ecological approach may be an 

appropriate way to investigate health behavior.  While all apply to the research presented 

here, three particularly stand out.  First is the acknowledgement that factors from areas 

such as the social and physical environment influence behavior.  In the context of the 

work presented here that might include peer pressure, the built environment, or a parent’s 

concern for their child’s travel behavior.  Second is the inclusion of multiple levels of 

analysis i.e., individual, interpersonal, and environmental.  Lastly is the recognition of 

interdependence and feedback that Stokols attributes to systems theory (Stokols 1992).  

For example, travel decisions may be made at the household level.  The travel behavior 

 15 
  



    

of various household members may depend on and influence the behavior of other 

members. The household can be considered a system made up of various parts.  For 

example, consider the case of a two-member household with a working, driving adult and 

a school-going, non-driving young teen.  The time the adult leaves from work may affect 

what time the young teen gets picked up from school.  This may then influence the 

extracurricular activities in which the young teen can participate.  The extracurricular 

activities that the young teen participates in may then influence trips by the adult 

household member, such as weekday sports practices and weekend games. 

The ecological framework is not a theory as such because it does not describe 

relations among potential variables, nor does it describe the decision-making process.  

Instead, it recommends that researchers search personal, social, and physical spheres for 

factors affecting behavior and decision-making.  As applied in the health behavior field, 

variables related to this context might be divided into a varying number of spheres (Sallis 

and Owen 2002). 

Since the objective of this dissertation research is to understand a particular 

behavior – independent travel – factors related to the person and their environment will 

also be investigated for evidence.  In applying a social ecological framework to the 

investigative portion of this research, four main areas are explored for relevant evidence: 

• First is the intrapersonal.  Here is the seed of discretionary trips – the desire to 
participate in certain activities.  This area also covers feelings, good and bad, 
about modes, the presence of traveling companions, and young teens’ feelings 
about their ability to travel on their own.  The teen psychology literature may 
provide insight into this aspect. 

 
• Second is the smallest social unit to which one belongs – the family.  There 

are several factors that fall in this area that may influence the travel behavior 

 16 
  



    

of young teens.  First is family responsibilities such as shopping or caring for 
younger siblings.  In households where both parents work outside the home or 
there is only one adult, family responsibilities such as these are increasingly 
delegated to teens (Elkind 1994).  Another influence on travel behavior is 
what parents allow and forbid their teens to do.  Young teens may or may not 
be allowed to cross certain busy streets or ride the bus.  Lastly, the parents 
themselves may or may not be working outside the home at a level that may 
or may not allow them to drive their young teens to certain destinations. 

 
• Continuing to work outward, the third ecological area is the sphere of peers 

and society in general.  In this area peer pressure and issues related to school 
may influence independent travel.  Young teens may want to do what the 
majority of their friends are doing.  In addition they may be participating in 
extracurricular activities that may have various levels of out-of-school hours 
associated with the particular activity. 

 
• The fourth area is the physical environment which includes both the natural 

and built environments.  Neighborhood characteristics, opportunities available 
near home and school, as well as the overall transportation infrastructure of an 
area may influence independent travel by teens and others.  This may then be 
dependent upon the natural environment.  And the natural environment may 
have its own characteristics that influence travel.   

 
These theoretical constructs provide a framework for the study of the travel 

behavior of young teens.  Using this framework, the next section of this chapter examines 

what has been covered in the literature in these three areas.   

 

2.3   Empirical Evidence Related to the Behavior, Person, and Environmental 
Factors of Teen Travel  

First is a description of the behavior, starting with what is known about the 

activities in which teens engage.  The behavior section also includes studies related to the 

travel behavior of the carless in general and then adolescents specifically. 

The second part of this section delves into characteristics related to the person that 

may affect travel behavior.  For the purposes of this dissertation research that is the 

relevant characteristics of adolescents. 
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The last part of this section reviews the literature related to travel behavior and the 

built environment.  This is a relatively new dialogue in the transportation literature and 

there are few conclusions, however it is widely conjectured to be a factor in non-

motorized travel behavior. 

   

2.3.1   Empirical Evidence Related to Teen Travel Behavior 
2.3.1.1  Understanding Travel-Related Teen Activities 

Since this exploratory dissertation research will be taking a contextual approach, 

an activity-based methodology is proposed in this research.  Therefore, the first step in 

assessing the travel behavior of teens is to understand the activities in which they are 

participating.  As noted above, much of the research into the activities of teens has 

concentrated on risky behavior such as sex, drugs, and fast driving.  Travel behavior 

research is interested in the full range activities such as going to school, the library, the 

mall, etc.   

Gurin (1974) is one source of teen-related trip activities.  His eight trip purposes 

for his suburban teens are: 

• Home 

• Social/recreation 

• Personal business – health, eat out, shop, bank 

• Change mode 

• Education 

• Serve passenger (in the case of non-driving teens this is going along while 

someone else is being driven somewhere) 

• Work, and 

• Other 
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This list was not detailed enough for this investigation.  Other literatures were 

found to provide a broader foundation for building a relevant list of teen-appropriate 

activities. 

In trying to understand how teens prepare for the world of work, psychologists 

Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider (2000) gave pagers to teenagers.  When the pagers went 

off, the teens were instructed to note the activity in which they were participating, along 

with other facts important to the research.  The researchers grouped the activities of teens 

into three categories:  

• productive activities - classwork, homework, and jobs;  
 
• leisure activities - socializing, games and sports, watching television or 

movies, listening to music, hobbies, and thinking; and  
 

• maintenance activities - chores, eating, grooming/personal care, and 
resting (Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider 2000, 103).   

 
Their complete list is more detailed than that used in traditional travel research, but it 

does provide a detailed framework to explore how teens use their time.   

Leisure research is another source of information about the activities in which 

teens participate.  This area of research is more interested in a subset of activities, but the 

mechanics of how teens participate in activities is also of interest (McMeeking and 

Purkayastha 1995).  McMeeking and Purkayastha (1995) divide the leisure activities of 

teens into two main categories: structured (organized by adults) and unstructured.  They 

provide a list of specific structured activities such as golf, swimming, and basketball that 

is not useful for this dissertation research.  In addition, they note that the preferential way 

for teens to cope with an inability to travel as they please is to talk on the phone 
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(McMeeking and Purkayastha 1995).  While this may not be new information to parents 

of teens, the substitution of technology for trips is of interest to the transportation 

planning community.  The growth in internet access, instant messaging, on-line gaming, 

and on-line communities has only increased the interest in the non-physical community 

and its role in people’s lives. 

A third area that is rich for information regarding the activities of teens stems 

from the increased interest in graduated driving licenses for teens.  One way that many 

states have addressed the high crash and fatality rates of novice drivers is to adopt a 

program that gradually transfers driving responsibility to teens.  For example, young 

people who are learning to drive might be required to spend more hours behind the wheel 

with an adult before advancing to the next phase of the program.  In the next phase, 

driving after certain hours in the evening and driving with other teens in the car might be 

restricted.  In anticipation of protest about the impact on the ability of teens to participate 

in activities (as well as the potential influence on the parent) several studies have been 

conducted (Williams, Lund, and Preusser 1985, Preusser, et al. 2000).  The researchers 

found that teens’ complaints about the inability to participate in activities due to the new 

licensing program were exaggerated (Preusser, et al. 2000).  Some activities that these 

researchers mention, different from those described in other studies, are going to movies, 

dates, and parties.  They also make the distinction between activities that teens participate 

in on a regular basis (such as school and school-related activities on a daily basis and 

movies) and those that are less frequent (such as concerts and perhaps dates on Friday 

and Saturday nights).  On the whole, little known is about the activities of teens in travel 
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behavior research.  However, the available literatures are useful in providing an initial list 

of teen activities.  They suggest what a list of teen activities should include: school, 

homework (research), work, sports, movies, social activities, eating, medical 

appointments and serve passenger. 

 

2.3.1.2  Travel Behavior of Non-Drivers  
 What makes teens stand out as a group to study separately?  They can be 

considered just one part of a larger group – the carless.  Since the carless, by definition, 

do not have an auto nor can they drive, one might consider their travel to be fairly 

homogeneous. However, like those with cars, the carless are not a homogeneous group.  

Paaswell and Recker (1976) lists the general categories of carless households and people 

as the young, elderly, handicapped, and poverty-stricken.  In some cases two or more of 

these dimensions overlap.  Paaswell and Recker note that sometimes people in carless 

households may still have (limited) access to a vehicle.  Conversely, people in 

households with a vehicle still might not have access to that vehicle.  Using a definition 

of carless as those in zero-car households, those in one-car households where the car was 

used for the journey to work, those under 18 years of age in households with cars, and 

those over 59 without a driver’s license in a household with a car, Paaswell and Recker 

calculated that 65% of the U.S. population in 1970 was carless.  The data methods that 

the authors used did not allow them to calculate the physically handicapped and they note 

that their figure of 65% would be higher if the handicapped were included.   

A later study found that, due to the increased availability of cars, the percentage 

of carless households in the United States decreased from 20.6% in 1969 to 9.2% 
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(comprising 6.4% of the population) in 19901 (Crepeau 1996).  Like Paaswell and 

Recker, the physically handicapped population is not included in this figure.  Crepeau’s 

study further revealed the dramatic differences in travel within the population of carless 

households.  Among other differences noted by Crepeau are that workers traveled much 

more than non-workers and young adults (here defined as 20–34 years old) traveled much 

more than older people (65–74 years old).  This supports the concept that the carless are 

not a homogeneous group and more can be learned about travel behavior by grouping 

people in other ways. 

In a similar vein, Antonakos (1995) looked at nonmotor travel as revealed in the 

1990 Nationwide Personal Transportation Survey (NPTS).  Her analysis included people 

12 years of age and over.  When she divided nonmotorists into those that used bicycling 

exclusively for their trips and those that used walking exclusively, pedestrians were more 

likely to come from low-income households, households with no vehicles, and to be 

female. 

 Another approach to studying the carless is to consider the transit-dependent.  

Vaziri (1986) studied transit finances and special user groups that he theorized were 

transit dependent: the young, the elderly, the poor, minorities, and the carless.  Vaziri 

acknowledges that there is overlap among some of these definitions and uses factor 

analysis to identify representative variables in his analysis.  The variable that he deems 

most appropriate to represent the carless is the number of person per automobile in a 

                                                 
1 Crepeau intentionally did not include data from New York City in his figures since they are distinguished 
by a large amount of high-income non-driving households. 
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household.  He ultimately relaxes his definition of carless to represent auto availability, 

similar to Paaswell and Recker (1976). 

Although non-driving teens clearly belong to the groups of the carless and non-

drivers, the existing literature on these groups offers little information relevant to the 

specific research problems explored here.  The declining proportion of carless individuals 

in the population may make this group less compelling as a research subject.  However, 

while car ownership may saturate those old enough to drive, there will always be those 

too young or too old to drive and the physically handicapped.  Some researchers note that 

the carless population is so diverse that it makes more sense to study the various 

subgroups such as the handicapped, poor, the elderly, and those too young to drive.  The 

travel needs of the elderly are different than those of young people. Some physically 

handicapped people can use specialized vehicles; however some must still rely on 

someone else to transport them.  Those living near and under the poverty level still must 

fulfill the needs of any family, yet are constrained to do so with the help of others, under 

their own power, or via public transit. 

Although young teens share the same situation of not having an auto with the 

other groups within the carless, their physical ability and lack of full psychological 

development implies that solutions that ease the independent travel of teens may not 

apply to other groups in this carless population. For example, young teens would be able 

to walk along a dirt path that may not be navigable by an elderly person or someone in a 

wheelchair.  There are few solutions that address the transportation needs of all the 

carless populations.  As noted by several researchers (Gurin 1974, Crepeau 1996), the 
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study of individual groups provides travel behavior coherency.  The next section of this 

chapter presents what is known about the travel behavior of teens. 

 

2.3.1.3  Adolescent Travel Behavior 
The travel of non-driving individuals, including teens in general, is rarely studied 

as a specific sub-group.  The most extensive segment of the literature that includes the 

travel behavior of young teens actually considers their travel indirectly by how it 

influences the travel of adults in a household (Damm and Lerman 1981, Madden 1981, 

Bhat 1998).  In the models developed in these works the presence of a child in the 

household is found to be a significant predictor of travel of adults in the household.  

However, these studies may define children as those under the age of 16 or those 5 – 15 

years old.   

Several researchers in Europe have advanced our understanding of children’s 

travel behavior.  Hillman and his colleagues have been studying the children of the 

United Kingdom and Europe for many years (Hillman et al. 1990, Hillman et al. 1973).  

They argue that declining fatality rates for young pedestrians in the United Kingdom is 

not due to safer roads, but because roads have become so dangerous that parents no 

longer allow their children to walk and bike (Hillman et al. 1990).  This suggests the built 

environment affects travel behavior.  Further, this lack of independent mobility of young 

people has reduced their freedom, reducing opportunities for physical fitness and the 

development of their independence (Hillman et al. 1990).   

 The majority of the literature devoted specifically to children’s travel concentrates 

on risky driving behaviors of teens (Harré, Brandt, and Dawe 2000) particularly drinking 
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and driving (Graham 2002) and their high crash rate (Ulmer, Williams, and Preusser 

1997).  Several studies are related to the consequences of the implementation of a 

graduated driver’s license program (Williams, Lund, and Preusser 1985, Preusser, et al. 

2000).  The studies related to graduated drivers’ license programs found that delayed 

access to full licensure did not lead to an appreciable decrease in the travel of the teens 

studied. 

A small selection is devoted to teen travel that does not involve high-risk 

behavior.  The work of Gurin in the Boston areas in the early 1970s is the most extensive 

research that is devoted exclusively to the travel behavior of teens.  Gurin is an advocate 

of studying the travel behavior of subgroups – in his case, white, male teens (15-18 years 

old) living in the suburbs of Boston.  He worked with young men in three suburbs with 

similar social characteristics but varying access to transit.  He found that overall travel 

levels did not vary among the suburbs.  Gurin’s work also found that his research 

participants preferred to travel by auto or by foot over taking transit.  Despite this finding, 

his research also found that transit use was higher for the older teens in his study.  Gurin 

discusses the great learning curve for teens when it comes to transit.  Some aspects he 

lists include: routes, stops, transfer procedures, weekday schedules compared to 

weekends, and peak travel compared to off-peak.  He also found that his research 

participants traveled more on weekends compared to weekdays and more during the 

summer than the school year.  His research participants from low-income households had 

greater difficulty arranging a ride from their parents than those in higher income 

households.  Overall he finds that transit is unpopular and unable to meet teens’ needs for 
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travel that is, “short-range, fast and spontaneous,” (Gurin 1974, 1).  His subjects describe 

public transit as being limited by set schedules and fixed routes.   

However, there have been a small number of studies that specifically focus on 

aspects of the travel behavior of non-driving teens.   One study is specifically related to 

leisure activities (McMeeking and Purkayastha 1995), another looks at the first place 

teens go after school (Clifton 2003), and two are related to the impact of young people on 

the mother’s travel (Rosenbloom 1987, Kurz 2000).  

 These more recent studies, while limited in scope, provide important information 

for the study of adolescent travel behavior.  Clifton (2003) used the 1995 NPTS to 

investigate where teens 13-18 years old go after school.  She found that 71% of teens go 

directly home after school.  (See Tables 2.1 and 2.2 for information related to young 

teens)  She also points out that not all teens that went home after school stayed there.  

The trip home may have been necessary to change clothes or pick up equipment before 

going to another destination.  In fact 56% of those that went directly home took another 

trip that day and one-quarter of those left home less than 35 minutes after arriving. This 

indicates that desirable destinations near school and facilitation of independent mobility 

between school and those desirable destinations may be appropriate. 

The work of McMeeking and Purkayastha (1995) found that teens are frustrated 

by their inability to travel independently to leisure destinations.  In some cases there were 

no nearby desirable destinations, while in others, young people were strongly 

discouraged from using spaces such as public parks (McMeeking and Purkayastha 1995).  

This supports the concept of a relation between the built environment and the travel 
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behavior of young teens. Further, in relation to access to leisure activities, McMeeking 

and Purkayastha’s (1995) work suggest there are differences in access to such activities 

depending on whether the areas are more urban or more rural, with young people in rural 

areas having more difficulty accessing leisure activities. 

 

Table 2.1 – After-School destinations of young teens (1995 NPTS) 

 13 14 15 
Home 80.2% 74.8% 76.0% 
Social/Recreation 3.6 5.7 6.9 
School 6.4 7.0 3.1 
Other 9.8 12.5 14.0 

Source: Clifton 2003 

 

Table 2.2 – Mode to first trip after school (1995 NPTS) 

 

Source: Clifton 2003 

 13 14 15 
Auto 33.2% 38.9% 46.6% 
School bus 47.3 41.6 31.7 
Transit 4.1 5.0 5.1 
Walk 14.2 12.8 14.5 
Bike 1.3 1.7 1.7 

The work of Kurz (2000) and Rosenbloom (1987), among others, look more 

closely at how children influence the travel behavior of adults.  Kurz’s (2000) research 

involving the mothers of children aged 11 to 17 years old suggests that children can have 

a profound effect on their mother’s employment and work schedule.  Many of the 

mothers in her study flex their work schedule in order to, among other things, drive their 

children to their activities.  Kurz (2000) found that by driving their children to activities, 
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mothers stay involved in their children’s lives.  This suggests that the independent travel 

of teens may not be desirable to parents for social reasons.  

Rosenbloom’s (1987) work highlights the difference between the travel of 

mothers and fathers and how the difference in travel behaviors change as the children 

age.  The data in her study are reported by age of youngest child, making it somewhat 

difficult to differentiate between young children and young teens.  With that caveat in 

mind, Rosenbloom (1987) found that fathers of teens aged 13 to 17 years old made trips 

solely for their children much less frequently than fathers of younger children and much 

less frequently than mothers (Rosenbloom 1987).  In addition, both parents agreed that 

mothers were the primary mode for children regardless of age (Rosenbloom 1987). 

This dearth of information on how teens feel about their travel behavior 

emphasizes the need for this dissertation research.  Quite a bit has changed since Gurin’s 

pioneering work in 1974.  For example, there is an increased level of car ownership in 

U.S. households.  Nevertheless, there is considerable preliminary work required to 

advance our understanding of teen travel behavior that is not necessary when studying 

adult travel behavior.  The following sections examine non-travel related literatures 

relevant to the situation of non-driving teens.  

 

2.3.2  Empirical Evidence Related to Adolescents: Aspects of Adolescent Psychology that 
may Affect Travel Behavior   

While there is little in the literature about teen travel behavior in particular, there 

is an extensive literature regarding teen behavior in general.  Based upon the ecological 

approach detailed above, information about the psychological and social aspects of teens 
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may provide insight into issues that influence teen travel.  Socially, until the early 

twentieth century, teens were an important and necessary part of the workforce.  Many 

people received only what is now called primary education before becoming part of the 

workforce either as an apprentice or as a regular working-member of society.  During the 

depression of the 1930’s, high school programs were extended in the hopes of keeping 

teens in school and making jobs available for family men (Hine 1999).  Now, it is a more 

complex and increasingly technologically-dependent society that makes high school a 

necessity for young people, and consequently, increases the length of time of dependence 

on the family (Rice 1999, Jaffe 1998). 

Many adults equate the dependence of teens with them still being children.  This 

restricted role for the teen as a student/child, coupled with a growing spatial separation of 

generations (older people in communities designed for them such as Sun City and 

younger people in family-oriented communities or families forced to move toward jobs 

and away from the extended family), means that teens spend more time with each other 

and that likely reinforces the formation of a youth subculture (Hine 1999).  In 

approximately one hundred years, teens have gone from being an important, and 

necessary, part of the working economy to a dependent position without a clear role in 

society.  Since teens are clearly more mature and developed than primary school children, 

but not yet viewed as a problem to society as crash-prone novice drivers, they have been 

largely overlooked in transportation research, and to some extent, by social science in 

general. 
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The hallmark of adolescence, the search for identity away from the family, may 

be an important factor shaping their travel behavior.  As part of this search adolescents 

are exploring the world around them (Inhelder and Piaget 1958) and searching for ideas 

for which they may have an affinity.  They are observing their community and then 

experimenting with different roles (Rice 1999).  Some of the models that teens look to for 

cues concerning behavior are their parents and popular culture (Jaffe 1998).  Work by 

McMillan (2003) suggests that parental influence is a factor in the travel behavior of 

children 6 to 12 years old.  Her results combined with the work of adolescent 

psychologists (Rice 1999, Jaffe 1998) suggest that parental influence may continue past 

the age of 12.  Still, teens try on roles from the choices presented, within and outside the 

family, seeing what fits them best.  Adolescence is also a time when young people are 

seeking and receiving increased responsibility.  Although people mature at different rates, 

adolescents are generally mature enough to cross the street on their own and travel on 

their own in their neighborhood during the day.  And, by fifteen they may have a 

learner’s driving permit and be a few months away from driving around town on their 

own. 

The search for independence does not necessarily mean that adolescents want to 

be alone.  As well as searching for an identity, adolescence is a time when young people 

explore relationships.   They are pulled by their peer groups to participate and engage in 

various activities (Jaffe 1998).  This desire to form friendships and search for identity 

away from the family means that teenagers spend a significant amount of their 

discretionary time with other teenagers – traveling as well as participating in activities.  
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The leisure literature also provides insight into the relation between young 

peoples, the activities in which they wish to engage, and their relationship with parents 

and peers.  Hultsman (1993) found that parents, peers, and people she described as 

“significant other adults” (such as coaches and teachers) influenced an early adolescent’s 

(5th through 8th graders) participation in a leisure activity.  Parents were found to be the 

strongest influence in an early adolescent not joining an activity.  

Teens without driver’s licenses are dependent on walking, biking, mass transit, 

and adults to drive them.  And some teens may have only limited access to adults with 

vehicles.  The work of Jackson and Rucks (1995) with junior-high and high-school 

students found issues related to transportation hindered the ability of some young people 

to participate in activities.  Due to a variety of factors, some teens may not have this full 

range of transportation choices and therefore are especially dependent on adults for 

transportation.  In addition, they may not be aware of travel choices or they may not have 

positive attitudes about these other choices.  The lack of transportation choices for non-

driving teens can be especially problematic. Teens’ search for independence is in conflict 

with their dependence on someone else, often a family-member, for a ride to activities.  

This particular conflict is fairly recent due to the changing role of teens in society, 

changing urban form, growing auto-based transportation in general, and increasing time 

parents spend in the workplace. 

However, for young people the ability to walk or bike to desirable destinations is 

more than just independent travel, it can contribute to their physical, mental, and 

emotional development (Kegerris 1993) by, among other things, providing opportunities 
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to make decisions without an adult present.  When young people are active explorers of 

their environment they learn more about space and recall more details about their 

neighborhood (Matthews 1992). 

However, teens are influenced by the peer group in which they hope to belong.  

Piaget describes the development of people, from infancy to adulthood, as a spiral where 

the individual periodically goes through a time of egocentrism (Inhelder and Piaget 

1958).  In adolescence this is a time when it is difficult for the teen to separate themselves 

from the people they aspire to be like.    For some teens this group may be drivers, which 

would make walking and bicycling unattractive. 

The nature and psychology of adolescents suggest several hypotheses related to 

travel.  First, adolescents are searching for an identity away from the family.  This could 

manifest itself as wishing to be with friends someplace other than their home.  Second, as 

adolescents search for a community or other place to fit in, they may choose a group of 

walkers, bicyclers, or car drivers.  Both these points further suggest that adolescents may 

also be dealing with issues of peer pressure to join one group or another.  Lastly, 

adolescents that are dependent upon a parent for a ride are faced with the dilemma of 

having to ask a parent for a ride, and then dissociating themselves from their parent once 

they reach their destination.  In addition, they miss the opportunity to explore and learn 

about their environment.  However, the chauffeuring duties of parents also provide time 

to spend with their children (Kurz 2000, Perlstein 2003). 
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2.3.3  Empirical Evidence of the Built Environment Affecting Travel Behavior 
The physical environment that potentially influences young teens is made up of 

the built and natural environments.  Traditionally travel behavior research has considered 

only the person traveling, their mode, and their destination.  However, for several years 

now researchers are exploring how the built environment affects the mobility of people 

(Crane 2000, Handy 1996a, Handy 1996b, Owens 1993).  Studies show that people walk 

and bike more in areas that are safe for these modes and where there are desirable 

destinations.  One relevant aspect to this discussion is how far people will walk.  

Demetsky and Perfater (1975) found that on average adults will walk up to a quarter mile, 

but one mile is easily covered by children (those 8- to 16-years-old).  The rest of this 

section considers the relation between the built environment and mobility in more detail. 

The work of McMeeking and Purkayastha (1995) touches briefly on the influence 

of land use and the transportation system on the independent mobility of non-driving 

teens. Teens in their study living in areas the researchers described as “rural-urban 

fringe” complained about lack of desirable destinations such as a theatre, skating rink, or 

McDonald’s.  This area also featured lots on the order of two acres resulting in the 

dispersion of desirable destinations including friends’ homes.  Their subjects in areas 

served by public transit complained that it ran at inconvenient times and did not go to 

desirable destinations (McMeeking and Purkayastha 1995). 

The relationship between land use and transportation is a widely debated subject 

in the area of transportation research.  But, there is little debate about the extremes of the 

built environment.  At one end of the continuum is what is commonly called sprawl – 

large tracts of land zoned solely as residential, commercial, etc. connected by a strict 
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hierarchy of streets.  At the other end of the continuum is a more finely grained urban 

fabric where several different uses may share a block or a building and there is a grid of 

similar streets.  Jacobs (1992 [1961]) writing regarding dense urban areas suggests 

several characteristics that make theses areas amenable to non-driving trips. Lower 

Manhattan is a unique amalgamation of the characteristics that Jacobs champions.  At the 

other extreme, Gans (1967) wrote about suburbs and the difficulty teens had getting to 

destinations without cars.  However, few suburbs today are the strictly residential areas 

Gans observed.  In newer areas, there is likely to be a commercial zone at the edge of the 

development.  The gray area between the two extremes described by Jacobs and Gans, 

and its influence on travel, has been the subject of research for many years as researchers 

try to isolate relevant characteristics of the built environment and its impact on how 

people travel.  This literature suggests that the nature of the built environment may 

influence travel, but the exact mechanism is unknown (Crane 2000, Crane and Crepeau 

1998, Boarnet and Crane 2001, Handy 1996a, Handy 1996b).   

Instead of trying to measure all the factors of land use and the transportation 

system in order to describe areas, some researchers in their study of behavior and the 

built environment have focused on specific elements of urban form that are potential 

destinations for people.  Destinations that contribute to sense of community have been 

especially important for some researchers – these are the public spaces, and what one 

author describes as “third places,” neither home nor work (Oldenburg 1999 [1989]). 

 Public spaces and these third places, which can be public or private spaces, are 

where the informal interactions of community take place.  There is no formal structure to 
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these places.  Easy access to these types of places can be especially important to children 

and the elderly – people with limited independent mobility.  As social interactions based 

on geographic proximity have changed to a chosen network of people that may be spread 

through space, and services are spread across an area, people who are restricted to a 

geographic area need education, health care, employment, and opportunities for social 

interaction nearby where they can engage in social behavior (Miller 2003). Places where 

multiple generations and people from different backgrounds interact are where young 

people learn about their place in the community and how to behave in the larger society 

(Oldenburg 1999 [1989], Hine 1999, Tranter and Doyle 1996).  As Oldenburg states: 

Daily life amid the new urban sprawl is like a grammar school without its 
recess periods, like incurring the aches and pains of a softball game 
without the fun of getting together for a few beers afterward.  Both the 
joys of relaxing with people and the social solidarity that results from it 
are disappearing for want of settings that make them possible.  (1999 
[1989], xxix) 
 

The lack of public spaces in the “new urban sprawl” that Oldenburg laments is one aspect 

of modern life some people consider the downside of living in the suburbs. 

 Suburbs are considered by some to be solely for one phase of the life-cycle – for 

young couples with young children (Oldenburg (1999 [1989], Gans 1967).  With a lack 

of destinations attractive to teens, suburbs are not challenging for them, a situation that 

leads to boredom (Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider 2000) and potentially vandalism 

(Cooper Marcus and Francis 1998, McMeeking and Purkayastha 1995). The shopping 

centers of suburbs are not a substitute for a town center because the interactions that take 

place there are not equivalent to the informal social interactions described above since 

malls tend to be on a large scale, lack a sense of place, and emphasize efficiency 
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(Rothblatt, Garr, and Sprague 1979). Because malls are private property owners may take 

steps to discourage or forbid behavior they deem undesirable such as teens “hanging out.”  

This is similar to when teens are asked to leave parks and other places because their 

presence in large numbers may make other people avoid the place (Cooper Marcus and 

Francis 1998). 

 In a study of young people around the world, Lynch (1977) notes that young 

people that live in central city areas are able to create diverse maps of where they live 

filled with historical landmarks, civic centers, and friends’ homes, while those that live in 

suburbs draw maps of streets punctuated by rectangles representing the places that they 

know.  In the central city or in the suburbs, the street is where young people congregate.   

When asked about what they choose to do, the places they are interested 
in, how they spend their time, or how they would like to, the children do 
not talk much about school, the playground, or even their own private 
yards.  They talk about the street or courtyard, their own room if they 
have one, and, to a lesser degree, the sports facilities, wastelands [vacant 
lots], the natural open spaces, and the center of the city.  (Lynch 1977, 
15) 
 

Although teens may congregate in a generally safe place, when adults see a group of 

young people doing “nothing” they often assume that “hanging out” will lead to 

destructive behavior, and the teens are caught by anti-loitering rules (Gans 1967, Cooper 

Marcus and Francis 1998, McMeeking and Purkayastha 1995).  Not all types of urban 

areas offer desirable destinations for teens. McMeeking and Purkayastha (1995) describe 

this as a spatial mismatch regarding where teens live and the location of the destinations 

they seek. 
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 The particular issue of how teens as a social group adapt to their changing 

environment is a special case of traditional urban ecological theory.  The goal of urban 

ecological research is to understand how a population responds and adapts to its changing 

urban environment (Berry and Kasarda 1977).  Ecological studies consider four variables: 

population, organization, environment, and technology (Berry and Kasarda 1977).    

Similar to SCT this approach emphasizes the necessity of a contextual understanding in 

order to understand a group of people, such as young teens. 

Teens have little control over their circumstances.  They do not have the 

experience to consider or pursue solutions that might take multiple years, such as forming 

a “teen union” or otherwise exerting pressure in a concerted manner to bring about the 

changes they desire.   And they do desire change.  A young man who was asked how to 

improve his neighborhood suggested, “a town square, maybe a fountain in the middle and 

little shops and restaurants around it.  Then if you’re bored just sitting around, you would 

have things to look at.  It would have to be close enough to walk or near public 

transportation.”  (Knack 2000, 5)  Although what this teenager desires is not the dense 

urban form advocated by Jacobs, he does give voice to the types of urban form desired by 

his peer group. 

 Researchers studying the connection between the built environment and 

transportation suggest there is a connection at the extremes of dense urban areas and 

areas of sprawl.  However, they are having difficulty ascertaining the strength and 

direction of the connection in less extreme cases.  Additionally, types of environments 

being built today may not be supportive of social interactions such as that people acquire 
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hanging out in public spaces.  Some researchers find that some built environments do not 

allow for people without cars to engage in basic social interactions potentially leading to 

social exclusion.  However, McMillan (2005) finds the literature sufficiently compelling 

to include elements related to the built environment in a conceptual framework designed 

to study the influence of the built environment on children’s access to school. 

 

2.4  Conclusions 
 The three theoretical areas examined in this chapter all aim towards context as the 

appropriate way to explore the travel behavior of young teens.  The activity literature is 

rooted in the concept that the travel is one of many activities that people must fit into 

their schedules based on their own constraints as well as those of other members of their 

households.  As dependents that do not drive, this approach seems particularly pertinent 

to young teens.  The family context as well as the roster of activities in which young 

people engage is highly likely to influence the travel behavior of a young teen.  This may 

manifest itself as the likelihood for a young teen to participate in an activity they cannot 

reach independently depending on whether or not an adult or older, driving sibling can 

drive them.  Also, family responsibilities, such as caring for younger siblings, may 

influence the ability of a young teen to engage in activities.   

 As young people who are still forming cognitively, typical adult decision-making 

theories seem inappropriate.  Instead an approach that includes attitudes as an element in 

the decision-making process seem more appropriate to a study of teen travel.  Attitudes 

could be considered an element in the personal context of a person making a decision.  

Some might argue that attitudes are an essential part of adolescents. 
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 The last theoretical area of general behavior theories points squarely to the 

inclusion of personal and environmental factors in order to understand a particular 

behavior.  This approach borrows from the biological sciences, and has been used for 

many years in urban sociology, suggesting that one takes an ecological approach to study 

a person and their behavior.  This ecological approach again emphasizes context in order 

to understand a person-behavior.  Work by various researchers suggests four main parts 

of this contextual area: person, relationships with other people (family and peers), the 

influence of the social/cultural environment, and the built and natural environments. 

 Although there is little literature regarding the travel of young teens, there are 

relevant streams related to behavior, person, and environment.  The adolescent 

psychology and leisure behavior literatures provide insight into the activities in which 

teens regularly engage.  With fewer hours per year devoted to school than adults spend at 

work, young teens are involved in a wide range of leisure activities as well as school and 

school-related activities.  The carless literature reinforces the concept of focusing 

research on a homogeneous group (such as just young people) as opposed to those that 

are carless for a variety of reasons such as being too young, too old, or too poor to own 

an automobile.    

 The adolescent psychology is especially revealing regarding factors potentially 

influencing young teen travel.  Young teens are psychologically predisposed to seeking 

an identity away from the family and this could reasonably be expected to manifest itself 

as a desire for independent travel.  Research also indicates that young people walk farther 

than adults and ride bicycles farther than they walk.  The adolescent psychology literature 
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also reinforces the ecological framework when it discusses the influence of peers and 

parents on teen behavior. 

 Although the influence of the built environment on travel is suggested in the 

literature, the full extent of the mechanism is not known.  Since young teens’ independent 

travel is primarily via walking and bicycling, they would appear to be especially 

influenced by the built environment.  McMillan (2003) suggests that the built 

environment does not directly influence the travel behavior of young people as much as 

the parent’s perception and then what they do or do not allow their child to do. 

 All this work provides a helpful outline of where to look for factors influencing 

the travel behavior of non-driving teens.  Although this chapter demonstrated the dearth 

of literature on the particular subgroup of interest, there is one source of national-level 

secondary data on teen travel that is yet to be explored.  Every five to seven years the 

federal Department of Transportation conducts a nationwide survey of travel.  They 

collect data for a whole year from the whole U.S. for every day of the year and every 

household member.  The next chapter looks at that data and what it might say about the 

travel of non-driving teens. 
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Figure 2.1 Theory of Reasoned Action and Theory of Planned Behavior.  

The area above the dotted line represents the Theory of Reasoned Action while 
the whole figure represents the Theory of Planned Behavior.  From Montaño and 
Kasprzyk 2002 
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CHAPTER 3 - RESULTS FROM THE 2001 NATIONAL HOUSEHOLD TRAVEL 
SURVEY 

 
3.1  Introduction 

A main source of secondary data regarding teen travel is the national travel 

survey. Every five to seven years since 1969 the federal Department of Transportation 

has conducted nationwide travel surveys.  The most recent survey was completed in 

2001.    The 2001 survey includes all the travel of all household members.1  The survey 

collects data regarding trip purposes and modes, as well as household demographics and 

information regarding vehicle ownership and use.  These surveys are designed to collect 

detailed information regarding vehicles.  Since this dissertation research is concerned 

with travel modes, the extensive vehicle list has been consolidated into one category 

referred to as “auto” although this may include light-duty trucks and sport utility vehicles.  

Over the years, there have been changes to the survey, making it difficult to compare 

some information from one survey period to the next.  For example, new trip purposes 

have been added, and the 2001 survey was designed with extra prompts to capture more 

walk trips.   Therefore, this chapter presents some general results from past surveys and 

detailed analysis from the most recent 2001 survey. 

Since young teens are rarely part of the workforce it can be surmised that their 

travel is quite different from adults.  In addition, the majority of young teens lack a 

driver’s license and accessibility to an automobile to reach a destination without the 

cooperation of a permitted driver.  In general, one can hypothesize that teens will have 

                                                 
1 The 1995 survey did not include trips by household members under five years of age when they did not 
travel with a household member.  The 2001 survey also included extra prompts in order to capture short 
walk and bicycle trips. 
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few trips to work and few trips where they are the driver. Therefore the majority of their 

trips will be to non-work destinations and potentially a large source of these trips by non-

auto modes. 

The next section of this chapter provides a description of the 2001 travel survey 

methodology including some aspects that may particularly affect the analysis presented 

here.  Following are two sections that examine trip purposes and modes of young teens 

disaggregated by various characteristics.  Next is the section that focuses on 

independently-traveled trips.  This chapter concludes with a review of the federal travel 

survey concerning the travel of young teens and what questions remain unanswered. 

 

3.2  The 2001 National Household Travel Survey 
The 2001 National Household Travel Survey (NHTS) was conducted from March 

2001 through May 2002.  The 2001 survey collates data that were previously collected 

through two separate surveys: the Nationwide Personal Transportation Surveys (NPTS), 

which collected data on daily travel, and the American Travel Survey, which collected 

data on long-distance travel (over 50 miles).  It includes travel for every day of the week 

and summer, as well as school-year travel (although whether or not it was during the 

school year is not noted in the survey).   

Survey households were selected via random digit dialing.  To account for 

potential sample biases associated with this method, nonresponse rates, and known 

demographics from the 2000 Census, a weighting factor was applied to all data.  This 

weighting factor is used to produce population estimates for the nation.  All data 

presented below are weighted.  Therefore percentages are presented in lieu of actual 
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numbers.  The survey includes data from 26,308 households throughout the nation. 

According to the 2000 Census there were approximately 12 million 13-, 14-, and 15-year-

olds in the US during the survey period.  

There are some caveats that must be acknowledged regarding the NHTS data.  

First, young teens can opt to not provide the data themselves, but to have a parent or 

other adult in the household provide the data. In fact, a proxy response is required for 

those under 14 years of age and requested for those 14- and 15-years old.  However, these 

teens could complete the interview if an adult approved.   

The travel portion of the NHTS survey consists of two parts.   

• The household interview collects basic information about the household, its 
members, and its vehicles.   

 
• Individual person interviews collect travel data.    

To be included in the final data set at least one half of household members 18 years of 

age and older must complete a person interview.  Therefore, even if no young teens 

complete a household interview, the household’s data can be considered “complete” and 

included in the national data set.  Of the 36,810 households contacted for this survey, 

63.4% of household members completed person interviews.  And 60.5% of these person 

interviews were completed with the traveler.  The rest were by proxy.  The majority of 

the proxy interviews were for those younger than 16 years of age (USDOT 2003).  This 

may be problematic since Gurin’s (1974) research found that young people are reluctant 

to have their parents know every place they visit. 

These factors have two major implications for the analysis presented in this 

dissertation.  First, the participation of household members under 18 years of age is not 
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part of the calculus for a household’s data being considered complete, the actual 

participation rate for the young teens under study here is unknown.  Second, parents or 

other adult household members reporting the travel of young teens may not be aware of 

every single trip that the young teen took on the travel day, either by accident or by 

design.  Therefore, underreporting of trips is a potential issue. 

The NHTS data from the survey are available in four files.  The results presented 

below are from the trip file.  The trip file contains 21,861 trips by a 13-, 14-, or 15-year-

old.  Table 3.1 shows how the data were cleaned.     Trips over 50 miles are excluded 

(since they are considered “long distance” travel as noted above) as well as vacation trips; 

trips via airplanes; trips where the mode is unknown; and trips where the length is 

unknown.  In total 3.5% of the trips were removed prior to analysis. 

Although the data cleaning process left a large number of trips, analyses that 

involve examining subgroups may have a small number of trips per cell.  For example, 

when the data are divided by age and then by trip purpose or mode some cells contain no 

data.  This another reason to use caution when drawing conclusions from these data. 

Table 3.1 - Trips by young teens from the 2001 NHTS: Data cleaning 
 

21,861 
-  366 
-  288 
-    86 
-    25 
-      5 

= 21,091 

 

Trips over 50 miles*  
Trip length unknown  
Vacation trips 
Mode unknown 
Airplane trips 
Loss of 3.5% of trips 
Weighted trips approximately 13.9 
billion/year 
 

* definition of “long-distance” trip – separate survey information 
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3.3  Comparison between the 1969 and 2001 Surveys 
As noted above, the survey has changed over the 32 years it has been conducted.  

Users of the data are advised to use caution when making comparisons between surveys.  

One comparison that can be made between the 1969 and the 2001 surveys is how young 

teens traveled to school.  Results from the 1969 survey are presented by grade, not age.  

The group closest to the group under study here is the intermediate students.  For these 

young people, 41.6% of trips to school were by walking or bicycling to school, 42.3% by 

riding the school bus, and 12.3% by someone driving them (Beschen 1972). 

By 2001 13.1% accessed school by walking or bicycling, 37.8% by riding the 

school bus, 45.7% by being driven by someone, and 3.2% by taking transit.  This 

dramatic shift in how young teens get to school could be the result of many different 

factors.  One is the increased distance to school.  In 1969, 73.7% of intermediate school 

students lived one mile or more from school (Beschen 1972).  In 2001, 84.8% lived one 

mile or more from school (McDonald 2004). Over this time period car ownership has 

increased dramatically.  In 1969, 79.4% of households had at least one car with 31.0% 

owning two or more; while by 1995, 91.9% of households had at least one car with 

59.5% having two or more (Hu and Young 1999)2.  McDonald’s (2004) work 

demonstrates that as the ratio of vehicles to driving age household members increases, 

bicycle and walk trips to school by all school age children decreases.  Another factor that 

may affect the increase in auto trips to school by young teens may be that more cars are 

on the roads which may have led parents to perceive the roads as less safe for their 

                                                 
2 While users are cautioned against comparing certain parameters among surveys, due to changes over the 
years, this parameter is safe to compare between the 1969 and 1995 survey results. 
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children to walk and bicycle.  It is possible that this shift from travel via independent 

modes to ones by auto has happened for other trip purposes also.   

 

3.4  Trip Purposes by Young Teens in the 2001 NHTS 
This section presents what is known about the travel of young teens as revealed in 

the 2001 NHTS.  According to the NHTS, young teens largely do not work (fewer than 

1% of trips are to work) and, in Texas, they are in school for only 36 weeks a year.  

Therefore, they have a large amount of time to pursue non-work and non-school 

activities.  Table 3.2 contains a list of some terms and definitions from the NHTS that 

may be unfamiliar to the reader.  Table 3-3 presents the trip purposes by 13-. 14-, and 15-

year-olds in the 2001 NHTS.  Approximately one-third of the trips are to home.  The next 

most frequent destination is school with 15.7% of trips.  Other destinations making up 

more than 5% of trips are shopping (8.7%), personal business (5.6%), visiting (7.5%), 

and eating meals (5.6%).  Less than 1% of trips are work-related and are therefore 

combined with other small number categories into “other.”  In general, teens seem to be 

engaging in activities that could have a social element – shopping, perhaps at the mall, 

with friends, visiting friends and relatives, and eating out, perhaps with friends.  Other 

significant categories are exercise (4.8%), and serve passenger3 (4.0%).  The exercise 

destination might also be considered a social destination – basketball and soccer games 

could include periods of social interaction.  Because home as a trip purpose is such a 

                                                 
3 “Serve passenger” is a trip where the purpose is to take someone else someplace else.  The driver is not 
conducting any business at the destination and is merely serving as the chauffeur. 
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large category (comprising approximately one-third of all trips by young teens), the 

figures below present trip totals as a percentage of total trips less trips home.  

 

Table 3.2 – Definition of terms from the 2001 NHTS 

Personal Business A trip for personal business that does not include a trip to an attorney 
or accountant, nor a trip to a funeral or wedding, nor personal 
services (such as a haircut), nor to take care of a pet 

Entertainment A trip for entertainment (such as the movies) or hanging out with 
friends 

Visiting A trip to visit with friends or relatives 

Serve Passenger  A trip to take someone else someplace, pick up someone or to take 
someone someplace and wait for them to conduct their business 

Exercise A trip made to participate in a sport or as exercise itself 

Privately-Owned (or 
Operated) Vehicle 
(POV) 

 
Car, truck, or sports-utility vehicle 

Urban-Rural 
Classification 

This classification system is designed to categorize small areas 
(approximately 4 square miles) regarding where they fit on a urban-
to-rural spectrum.  This is accomplished using population density of 
a cell and the population density of neighboring cells 

Sources: USDOT 2003, Miller and Hodges 1994 

 

Evaluation of this aggregated data conceals detailed information.  Trips from all 

days of the week, all times of year, and all types of the built environment from urban to 

rural are averaged together.  In order to reveal more detailed information, these data have 

been disaggregated by weekday compared to weekend, age and sex of the traveler, and 

the nature of the built environment where they live in order to ascertain potential 

correlations between these characteristics and the trip purposes of the young teens. 
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Table 3.3 - Trip purposes by all young teens in the 2001 NHTS 

School 15.6 %
Religious 2.9 %
Shopping 8.7 %
Visiting 7.5 %
Eat Meal 5.6 %
Personal business 5.6 %
Exercise 4.8 %
Entertainment 3.0 %
Serve Passenger 4.0 %
Other 5.5 %
Home 37.0 %
Total 100.0 %

 

Trip purposes for young teens vary primarily by weekends compared to 

weekdays, and less so by sex, age, and type of built environment.  For teens, travel on 

weekend days may also be similar to travel during vacations and breaks from school.  

Yet, as shown in Table 3.4, once school trips are excluded on weekdays and religious 

trips on weekends, teens’ top two destinations each type of day are the same: shopping 

and visiting.  On weekends teens also eat out and conduct personal and family business.  

In contrast, on weekdays they also exercise as well as conducting personal business.   

However, the NHTS data do not include a variable allowing the researcher to determine 

whether or not the travel day was during the school year or not. 

The 2001 travel survey indicates that besides trips to home, to school, and for 

religious purposes, young teens’ trips fall into six main categories: shopping, visiting, 

eating meals, conducting personal business, exercising, going out for entertainment, and 

serve passenger (riding along while someone else is driven somewhere).  The proportions 

of these purposes change primarily between weekdays and weekends.  Looking at young 
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women versus young men, the different ages, and the different types of urban/rural areas, 

shows that young teens are going to these six places in roughly the same percentages with 

no significant difference among these parameters.   

 

Table 3.4 - Trip purposes by young teens: Weekday compared to weekend 
 

Weekday Trip Destinations (%) Weekend Trip Destinations (%) 
School 

Religious 
Shopping 

Visiting 
Subtotal 

 36.9
  2.4
 10.3
  9.3
58.5

School
Religious 
Shopping

Visiting 
Subtotal 

  0.8 
  9.1 
 20.6 
 17.0 
47.5 

Personal business 
Exercise 

Serve passenger 
Eat Meal 

Entertainment 
*Other 

Total 

  7.9
  7.6
  6.5
  6.1
  3.9
  9.1
100

 Eat meal 
Personal business 

Exercise 
Entertainment

Serve passenger 
*Other 

Total 

 14.2 
 10.9 
  7.5 
  6.4 
  5.9 
  7.7 
100 

* excluding trips home 

 

3.5  Modes of Young Teens in the 2001 NHTS 
Although teens of different ages and those who live in different types of built 

environment have similar travel patterns regarding trip destinations, more dramatic 

differences are revealed when observing modes.  Table 3.5 presents the modes these 

teens used to get to their destinations.  Nearly two-thirds of all trips are by automobile.  A 

little more than one-eighth of trips are via the school bus.  For the research presented 

here, the independent modes are considered transit, walking, biking, and school bus.  Of 

these four modes, walking is used much more than the other modes.  As presented in 

Chapter 2, studies of the carless indicate that walking is the preferred independent mode.  
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In the case of modes of young teens it is instructive to observe differences among 

weekdays and weekends, the different age groups, sex and urban/rural type.  

     

Table 3.5 - Modes of all young teens in the 2001 NHTS 
 

Percent of trips by young teens 
Auto

School bus 
Transit 

Walk
Bike

Other 
Independent 

modes 
(transit+bike+walk 

+school bus)

65.7
12.0
1.8

16.5
2.9
1.0

33.3

 
 
 
 
 
 
% 

 

Comparing weekday trips to weekend trips, 40.8% on weekday are independent 

compared to 17.4% of weekend trips.  As shown in Table 3.6, weekend travel is 

dominated by the auto which make up 80% of trips.  Weekdays are also when young 

teens have the opportunity to travel by school bus.   

Table 3.6 - Modes by young teens in the 2001 NHTS:  
Weekday compared to weekend 

 

Weekday Weekend 
Auto 58.4 81.2 

School bus 17.6 0.4 
Transit 1.9 1.8 

Walk 18.0 13.3 
Bike 3.3 1.9 

Other 0.8 1.4 
Total 100% 100% 

Independent modes 40.8% 17.4% 
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Examining travel by age, as shown in Table 3.7, reveals a decline in the 

percentage of independently traveled trips from 37.5% for 13-year-olds to 28.2% for 15-

year-olds.  This decline may result from the fact that some states allow 15-year-olds to 

get a driver’s license early if they can demonstrate a hardship.  It may also result from the 

greater opportunity to have older friends that drive (or older siblings of friends).  Lastly, 

acquisition of a driver’s license is a rite of passage and non-auto modes might not be 

considered cool. 

 

Table 3.7 -  Modes by young teens in the 2001 NHTS: Age comparison 

13 years old 14 years old 15 years old 
Auto 61.4 65.3 70.9 

School bus 14.6 11.9 9.4 
Transit 1.1 2.6 2.0 

Walk 18.5 15.7 15.2 
Bike 3.3 3.7 1.6 

Other 1.2 0.8 1.0 
Total 100% 100% 100% 

Independent modes 37.5% 33.9% 28.2% 
 

There is a difference by sex where young women make 31.1% of their trips 

independently compared to 35.3% of young men’s trips as shown in Table 3.8.  The 

largest difference is in bike mode.  Young men make a much greater number and 

percentage of trips by bicycle than young women do. 
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Table 3.8 -  Modes by young teens in the 2001 NHTS: Sex comparison 

 
Young  
women 

Young 
 men 

Auto 68.4  63.1   
School bus 11.6  12.5   

Transit 1.6  2.0   
Walk 16.7  16.3   
Bike 1.2  4.5   

Other 0.4 1.6   
Total 100% 100%  

Independent modes 31.1% 35.3%  
 

The most dramatic difference is revealed in the differences among the urban/rural 

differentiation.  The type of local built environment is classified in the NHTS as urban, 

second city, suburban, town, and rural (Miller and Hodges 1994).  By definition, areas 

defined as urban have the highest population density and the nearby cells are also high 

density.  Areas with a high population density are likely to also have a high density of 

non-residential destinations such as restaurants and shops.  They are also likely to have 

public transit.  Rural areas are at the other end of this spectrum and therefore people and 

places are likely to be far apart.  As shown in Table 3.9, 49.5% of urban areas trips by 

young teens are independent; but in rural areas only 29.5% of trips are.  Just these two 

ends of the urban/rural spectrum stand out.  The other three urban/rural types have 

approximately 31% of trips via independent modes.  In addition, public transit is 

primarily in urban areas.  If a rural area does have public transit, it is not likely to be 

high-frequency service.  The difference in the share of trips by school bus is quite 
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disparate between urban and rural areas.  School bus trips represent over one-half of 

independently-traveled trips in rural areas and a little over 10% of urban independently-

traveled trips.  Considering just these data, second city areas more closely resemble rural 

areas than urban ones. 

 

 
Table 3.9 - Modes by young teens in the 2001 NHTS (%): Built environment 

comparison 
 

Urban 
Second 

City Suburban Town Rural 
Auto 49.5 69.0 69.0 65.0 69.8 

School bus 6.4 10.8 10.0 14.8 15.4 
Transit 10.2 0.4 0.8 0.8 0.2 

Walk 30.9 17.0 16.2 14.3 11.0 
Bike 2.0 2.4 2.8 3.7 2.9 

Other 0.9 0.4 1.3 1.5 0.6 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Independent modes 49.5% 30.6% 29.8% 33.6% 29.5% 
 

As demonstrated in the previous section, young teens are traveling in 

approximately equal proportions to the same half dozen places.  Therefore, it is 

instructive to consider how they travel to these most frequent destinations.  Table 3.10 

shows how young teens travel to these top six destinations.  Trips by automobile 

dominate all the destinations.  Only the destination to school is reached by auto less than 

one-half of the time. However, this destination is also dominated by the school bus as a 

mode.  Pertinent to this investigation is the fact that 16.3% of trips to school are via an 

independent mode, which is more than the 11.0% to shopping destinations and 11.9% to 

eating destinations.  The destinations with larger independent mode shares are to personal 
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business destinations with 20.4% of trips via an independent mode, 37.1% to visit friends 

and relatives, and 39.7% of trips related to exercise.   

 

Table 3.10 - How young teens access the top six most frequent destinations 
(columns add to 100%) 

 
  

School 
 
Shopping

 
Visiting 

Personal 
business 

 
Exercise 

 
Eat meal 

Auto 45.7 88.4 60.9 77.7 51.7 87.3 
School 

Bus 37.8 0.0 1.2 0.4 4.6 0.3 

Transit 3.2 0.7 1.9 2.2 0.5 0.0 
Walk 12.1 9.7 29.7 15.0 30.6 10.6 
Bike 1.0 0.7 5.5 3.3 8.7 1.3 

Other 0.3 0.5 0.8 1.4 3.9 0.6 
 

The NHTS data indicate that for visiting friends and exercising walking is used 

one-quarter to one-third of the time.  For the other four destinations walking has a 10-

15% mode share making it the dominant independent mode.  This may be due to the fact 

that friends may live close by and the combination of exercise and walking represents 

walking as an exercise activity that can take place in a variety of settings. 

The majority of trips taken by young teens are via an auto.  However, 

disaggregating the data between weekdays and weekends, and by age, sex, and type of 

built environment reveals differences in the proportion of independently-traveled trips.  

Trips by young teens are more likely to be on weekdays compared to weekends, taken by 

13-year-olds rather than 15-year-olds, by young men compared to young women, and in 

urban areas compared to rural (and all other) areas.  While auto is the predominant mode 
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for young teens, when and where it is used varies.  The next section considers where 

young teens are going via independent modes. 

 

3.6  Independent Mode Destinations by Young Teens in the 2001 NHTS 
Where are teens going via the independent modes?  Table 3.11 shows where 

young teens are going via the four independent travel modes of transit, walk, bicycle, and 

school bus.  This table shows all the trips via the four independent modes to the top six 

destinations for young teens.  All other destinations (except home, which is excluded) are 

then grouped into “other.”  When young teens use transit, they go to school nearly half 

the time.  This may significantly contribute to the difference in independent travel by 

young teens from weekdays to weekends.  The other two main destinations for young 

teens are visiting (12.0%) and personal business (10.6%).   

 

Table 3.11 - Destinations accessed by young teens via independent modes 
 

 Transit Walk Bike School bus 
School 43.1  19.3  9.0  85.9  

Shopping 4.8  8.6  3.3  0.0  
Personal 
business 

10.6  8.6  10.7  0.4  

Exercise 1.9  15.0  23.8  3.2  
Visiting 12.0  22.8  23.7  1.3  

Entertainment 7.3  7.1  12.8  0.2  
Eat meal 0.0  6.1  4.1  0.2  

Other 20.4  12.5  12.6  8.8  
*Total 100 % 100 % 100 % 100 % 

 * excluding home 

When young teens walk, their most frequent trip purpose is visiting – 22.8% of 

total trips.  This is followed by school (19.3%) and exercising (15.0%).  On the other 
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hand nearly 24% of biking trips are for visiting and exercising.  While just over 10% of 

biking trips are for entertainment purposes and for personal business.  School is a young 

teen biker’s destination for only 9.0% of their biking trips.  As expected the majority of 

school bus trips are to school and exercise.  The relatively high portion for exercise is 

likely due to young people taking the school bus to sports events. 

Table 3.11 shows broadly where young teens are going via independent modes, 

but it is more instructive to look at these data divided into categories such as weekday 

versus weekend, age, gender, and by urban/rural type.  When evaluated in this manner the 

results are different.  As shown in Table 3.12 young teens use independent modes more 

on weekdays than weekends – 23.2% compared to 17.0%.  On weekdays, over half of 

transit trips are to school and approximately one-fourth are to the other five main 

destinations of young teens.  On weekends, the primary destination via transit is for 

visiting (31.5 %) followed by destinations to conduct personal business (16.7%) and 

entertainment (15.6%).  

Table 3.12 also shows that one-fourth of weekday walk trips are to school.  While 

20.4% of weekday walk trips are for visiting and 13.4% for exercising purposes.  On 

weekends 29.1% of walk trips are for visiting and 18.4% are for exercising.  Slightly over 

10% of weekend walk trips are to shopping destinations and all other destinations are less 

than 10% each of total weekend walk trips. 
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Table 3.12 - Destinations accessed by young teens via independent modes:  
Weekday compared to weekend 

 
 Transit Walk Bike School bus 
 W-day W-end W-day W-end W-day W-end W-day W-end 

School 58.0 11.8 26.1 1.4 11.6 0.0 87.3 9.9 
Shopping 7.0 0.1 7.8 10.8 2.2 7.1 0.0 0.0 
Personal 
business 7.6 16.7 8.2 9.6 12.8 3.4 0.4 0.0 
Exercise 2.8 0.0 13.7 18.4 23.0 26.7 2.8 27.4 
Visiting 2.7 31.5 20.4 29.1 20.0 36.6 1.4 0.0 

Entertainment 3.3 15.6 6.8 8.0 12.7 13.1 0.2 0.0 
Eat meal 0.0 0.0 5.7 7.1 3.1 7.7 0.2 0.3 

Other 18.6 24.3 11.2 15.8 14.8 5.3 7.7 62.4 
*Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

* excluding home 
 

Destinations reached via a bicycle are more evenly distributed, as shown in Table 

3.12.  On weekdays, 22.9% of bicycle trips are for exercising and 19.9% are for visiting.  

Approximately 12% of weekend bike trips are to school, for personal business, or for 

entertainment.  On weekends, nearly two-thirds of bicycle trips are to two types of 

destinations: visiting and exercising.  On weekends 13.1% of bicycle destinations are for 

entertainment. 

When evaluating what destinations young teens access via independent modes it 

is instructive to observe the change from 13-, to 14-, to 15-year-olds as shown in Tables 

3.13a and b.  For transit, there is a significant change in school as a destination for 14-

year-olds compared to 13-year-olds.  A higher percentage of transit trips by 13-year-olds 

are for personal and family business than the other two age groups.  In contrast, 15-year-

olds use transit in roughly equal proportions for school and to visit friends. 
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Table 3.13a - Destinations accessed by young teens via independent modes: 
Age comparison (transit and walk) 

 
 Transit Walk 
 13 14 15 13 14 15 

School 22.4 65.7 26.6 17.0 20.5 21.4 
Shopping 11.4 2.0 4.2 8.9 10.3 6.8 
Personal 
business 

 
24.5 

 
0.0 

 
15.4 

 
9.2 

 
8.4 

 
7.9 

Exercise 0.0 3.9 0.5 11.3 15.6 19.3 
Visiting 8.1 5.2 23.5 27.5 19.6 19.7 

Entertainment 10.2 6.7 6.2 8.7 4.6 7.4 
Eat meal 0.0 0.0 0.1 5.6 5.7 7.0 

Other  23.3 16.5 23.7 11.8 15.4 10.6 
*Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

                   * excluding home 

 

Table 3.13b - Destinations accessed by young teens via independent modes: 
Age comparison (bicycle and school bus) 

 Bike School bus 
 13 14 15 13 14 15 

School 12.1 7.1 6.2 88.2 84.7 83.8 
Shopping 2.0 5.4 1.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Personal 
business 8.5 16.9 1.8 0.2 0.2 0.8 

Exercise 18.8 26.3 29.7 2.7 3.3 3.9 
Visiting 27.9 20.6 21.0 1.1 0.9 2.3 

Entertainment 13.7 12.7 10.9 0.1 0.3 0.3 
Eat meal 6.4 0.1 7.9 0.3 0.3 - 

Other  10.6 10.9 21.0 7.2 10.3 8.9 
*Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

          *excluding home 

In examining the walk mode, there is a steady increase in the proportion of trips to 

school, to exercise and to eat meals as young teens age, as shown in Tables 3.13a and b.  

There is a decline in proportion of trips reached via walking for shopping, personal 

business and entertainment.  Not surprisingly, the school bus is used primarily to access 
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school.  There is a steady decline in share from the 13-year-olds to the 15-year-olds.  The 

older young teens exhibit a higher percentage to exercise.  It may be that it is easier to get 

a ride to school with a friend that drives while taking the bus to sports events off campus 

is compulsory. 

There is an increase in biking as a mode for exercise, as shown in Tables 3.13a 

and b.  However, there is a steady decline in proportion of trips by bicycle to school and 

for personal business, visiting, and entertainment.  The proportion of bike trips to “other” 

destinations nearly doubles for 13-year-olds compared to 15-year-olds indicating that the 

young teens are increasingly using non-bike modes to reach their top six destinations. 

Overall young women have a slightly smaller proportion of independent trips 

compared to young men (31.1% versus 35.3%).  However, when broken down by mode 

and destination there are significant differences.  As shown in Table 3.14 just over one-

half (57.5%) of transit trips by young men are to school while just over one-fourth 

(28.6%) of those by young women are.  Young women use transit at a higher proportion 

than young men to shopping, and other personal business destinations.  Young men take 

proportionately more trips by transit to visit friends than young women do.   

The share of walking trips by young women and young men is approximately the 

same to school, and other personal business.  Young women take a higher proportion of 

trips to shopping destinations and to visit friends.  Young men make proportionately 

more trips to exercise destinations and to eat out. 
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Table 3.14: Destinations accessed by young teens via independent modes:  
Sex comparison 

 
 Transit Walk Bicycle School bus 

 
Young 
women 

Young 
men 

Young 
women

Young 
men 

Young 
women

Young 
men 

Young 
women 

Young 
men 

School 28.6 57.5 19.4 19.3 2.7 10.8 84.9 86.8 
Shopping 7.0 2.6 11.1 6.1 2.2 3.6 0.0 0.0 
Personal 
business 21.2 0.0 8.6 8.6 9.3 11.0 0.3 0.4 
Exercise 1.2 2.6 12.0 18.0 43.4 18.3 4.8 1.8 
Visiting 9.5 14.4 25.2 20.5 20.1 24.7 1.3 1.4 

Entertainment 8.4 6.1 6.9 7.4 9.7 13.7 0.2 0.1 
Eat meal 0.1 0.0 5.4 6.7 1.8 4.8 0.2 0.2 

Other 24.1 16.8 11.5 13.5 10.9 13.1 8.3 9.3 
*Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

 * excluding home 
 

The distribution of bicycle trips by young women and young men varies 

significantly.  Young women make nearly one-half (43.4%) of bicycle trips for exercise 

purposes while for young men the figure is 18.8%.  Young men make 10.8% of their 

bicycle trips to school, while for young women the figure is only 2.7%.  Other bicycle 

destinations show less difference between sexes, although in each destination category 

(except for exercise, as mentioned above), young men use their bicycle more than young 

women. 

The greatest differences in modes and destinations of young teens are seen in the 

different built environment types as shown in Tables 3.15a and b (pages 73 and 74).  

Nearly one-half (44.9%) of transit trips by young teens in urban areas are to school.  

Although over four-fifth (81.2%) of transit trips by young teens in suburban areas are to 

school, this represents a higher percentage of a lower percentage of overall independent 
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trips.  Other destinations of transit trips in urban areas are for other personal business 

(15.0%) and to visit friends (11.0%).  In rural areas, approximately one-third (34.5%) of 

transit trips are to shopping destinations, and nearly one-fifth (18.5%) for entertainment 

purposes.  In second cities two-thirds (67.8%) of transit trips by young teens are to school 

and nearly one-fourth (22.8%) are to visit friends. 

The distribution of walking trips by young teens in second cities and suburbs are 

quite similar, while those in urban areas are quite different from those in rural areas.  

Approximately fifty percent more of urban trips are to school than in rural areas (31.6% 

versus 19.9%).  Approximately thirteen percent each of urban trips by young teens are to 

shopping destinations (12.9%) and visiting (13.3%).  In rural areas approximately 

seventeen percent each of trips are for personal business (16.4%), visiting (16.6%), and to 

exercise (18.4%). 

The proportion of bicycle trips to the listed destinations varies among the different 

built environment types.  Approximately two-thirds of all bicycle trips in urban areas are 

to two destinations: to exercise (34.6%) or visiting (31.6%).  The majority of the rest of 

the trips are to two other destinations: to school (16.6%) and for personal business 

(15.9%).   

In rural areas approximately four-fifths of all bicycle trips by young teens are to 

four destinations: for personal business (20.5%), visiting (18.3%), entertainment (28.2%), 

and for exercise (18.0%).  This seems to indicate that these destinations are within biking 

distance for these young people.  It may be that in rural areas older children must go to 

another town for school, but their small rural towns still have some basic businesses that 
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are accessible by bicycle to young teens.  In addition, rural areas may not have streets 

congested with cars the way more urbanized areas do, and therefore it is safer for young 

teens to ride their bicycles. 

It is interesting to note that in urban areas the highest proportion of trips by 

bicycle are to school and the proportion of trips for exercise and visiting via bicycle are 

the same.  But in urban areas the total percent of trips by bicycle to exercise and visit 

friends is 50% greater than the total percent of trips by bicycle to exercise and visit 

friends in rural areas.   Since these young teens are going to the same places in roughly 

the same proportions regardless of type of built environment, the difference among these 

numbers highlights how young teens in urban areas have a greater ability to travel 

independently to visit friends and exercise. 

In second cities and suburbs approximately one-half of bicycle trips are to two 

destinations: visiting and for exercise.  In this respect these two areas are midway 

between urban and rural areas, as might be expected.  The main destinations by bike in 

towns are: visiting (22.9%), for exercise (18.1%), and entertainment (12.6%).  It is 

interesting to note that rural bicycle trips for entertainment purposes is over twice that in 

town areas.  One might expect towns to have more desirable destinations accessible by 

bicycle than towns and that perceived road safety would be comparable. 

 

3.7  Conclusion 
 The national travel surveys are the main source of secondary data on the travel of 

young teens.  These surveys compile data from a variety of types of built environment 

and for every day of the week and every week of the year.   
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 Comparing data for the trip to school in 1969 and 2001 indicate that young people 

are using the independent modes of walking and biking much less (41.6% trips to school 

in 1969 compared to 13.1% in 2001).  The majority of these trips seem to have moved to 

automobiles since trips to school by school bus dropped by only 5%.  This may be due to 

the increased saturation of auto ownership in U.S. households.   Since young teens are 

largely non-drivers, the amount of serve passenger trips by adults have increased 

dramatically just for this single destination over this period.  

 Young teens make most of their trips to six main destinations: school, shopping, 

personal business, exercise, visiting, entertainment, and eat meal.  Regardless of age, 

gender, or type of built environment, this is where young teens go.  Their mix of 

destinations changes primarily from weekday to weekend when school trips drop almost 

completely out of the mix.   

 Disaggregating the data into groups highlight the differences in mode use between 

weekdays and weekends, sex, age, and built environment types.  Examining the data in 

this way shows that young teens travel by independent modes at twice the rate on 

weekdays compared to weekends   However, the most dramatic difference is when the 

data are disaggregated by the urban /rural continuum used in the national survey.  The 

modal mix between urban and rural areas is quite different.  In urban areas 49.5% of trips 

are by an independent mode compared to 29.5% in rural areas where over one-half of 

independent trips are by school bus.  The other three built environment types all fall 

between 29.0% and 33.6%.  The increased transportation choices and denser built 
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environment in urban areas may make independent travel a greater possibility for young 

teens than areas with fewer choices. 

 In general the national survey suggests that young teens are making fewer 

independent trips to school than in the past and the proportion of independent trips that 

young people make is particularly dependent upon the built environment where they live.  

However, one must be very cautious about these data since the vast majority of the data 

provided to the survey came from parents and not the young teens themselves.  Although 

the 2001 survey was designed to do a better job at capturing walk and bike trips, the fact 

that the data may not come from the actual travelers casts a shadow upon the data and 

results. 

 The goal of this research is to understand what influences the independent 

mobility of young teens.  The national travel survey data suggest that young women 

travel differently than young men, weekday travel is different than weekend travel, and 

the type of built environment may be a factor in the independent travel of young teens.  

 This look at the NHTS data only partially answers the first research question 

regarding the activities in which teenagers engage.  The answer may not be complete 

since the instrument used to gather these data was designed for adults.  Mode information 

from the national survey may be more complete, especially since in 2001 the instrument 

was designed to probe for short walk and bicycle trips that may have been undercounted 

in past surveys.  The national travel survey data suggest that the built environment may 

influence independent travel of young teens.  Or, this apparent correlation between 

independent travel and the built environment may be masking other variables that directly 
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impact the independent travel of young teens.  Still, these data from the national survey 

cannot definitively answer what influences the independent travel of young teens. 

In addition, the data themselves are circumspect since they are essentially not 

required in order for a household’s data to be considered “complete” and included in the 

national data set.  Nor, in the majority of cases, do young teens report their own travel.   

And Gurin’s (1974) work suggests teens do not necessarily tell their parents every place 

they visit.  This suggests that in order to learn about the travel of young teens, one must 

begin with primary data.  The next chapter outlines a plan to conduct that research. 
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Table 3.15a - Destinations accessed by young teens via independent modes: Transit and walk  
(excluding home - columns add to 100%) 

 
 

 Transit Walk
 Urban 2ndCity Suburb Town Rural Urban 2ndCity Suburb Town Rural

School 44.9 67.8 81.2 4.0 41.4 31.6 17.9 16.0 10.3 19.9
Shopping  

        

  
  

4.8 0.0 0.8 0.3 34.5 12.9 11.9 9.2 4.6 4.2
Personal 
business 15.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 4.9 8.1 7.1 8.5 16.4

Exercise 0.0 0.0 0.0 12.7 4.4 10.0 15.1 16.0 16.4 18.4
Visiting 11.0 22.8 2.1 23.4 1.2 13.3 26.4 23.5 35.0 16.6
Go out 3.5 0.5 13.7 21.2 18.5 5.9 1.4 10.1 10.6 5.1

Eat meal 0.0 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 7.9 7.5 4.3 4.4 6.
Other  20.9 8.2 2.2 38.4 0.0 13.5 11.7 13.9 10.2 12.6
Total       100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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Table 3.15b - Destinations accessed by young teens via independent modes: Bike and school bus  
(excluding home - columns add to 100%) 

 
 

 Bike School Bus
 Urban 2ndCity Suburb Town Rural Urban 2ndCity Suburb Town Rural

School 16.6 13.3 10.8 7.3 4.8 86.5    
      

          

      
      

86.5 84.8 88.8 83.4
Shopping 0.0 4.0 3.5 1.9 5.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Personal 
business 15.9 0.9 4.1 9.6 20.5 0.0 1.6 0.0 0.3 0.2

Exercise 34.6 20.5 36.7 18.1 18.0 4.3 2.4 5.1 2.7 2.6
Visiting 31.6 32.8 22.5 22.9 18.3 0.0 3.3 0.4 0.7 2.1
Go out 0.3 8.7 14.4 12.6 18.1 4.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5 

Eat meal 0.0 2.6 1.1 6.4 6.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.5 
Other  1.1 17.3 7.0 21.2 8.6 4.5 6.1 9.6 7.5 10.7
Total       100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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CHAPTER 4 - INVESTIGATING TEEN TRAVEL – 
 A QUALITATATIVE RESEARCH DESIGN 

 
4.1  Introduction 

 The previous chapter provides some insight regarding the travel of young teens.  

However, the parameters of the survey may skew any conclusions that might be drawn, 

and Gurin’s (1974) work shows teens are reluctant for their parents to know every place 

they go.  This suggests that parents may not know everyplace their child goes and 

supports the need for this dissertation research, which relies on primary data.  The first 

step is to collect the data with a tool designed specifically for this cohort.  So, how can 

one learn about the activities in which young people engage, what modes they use, and 

then what helps and what hinders their independent mobility?   In travel research there 

are two general approaches using two different kinds of tools.  In a deductive approach, a 

specific theory or hypothesis is tested using quantitative tools.  In the other approach, 

theories are developed using primary data gathered during the research.  This inductive 

approach uses qualitative tools.   

A research project is not confined to using one approach or the other.  Therefore, 

this dissertation research uses quantitative analysis to define and frame the issue.  

However, due to the inability of quantitative techniques to answer the research questions 

under investigation, the main part of this research is exploratory and therefore draws 

more upon qualitative approaches. 

 Exploration is associated with venturing into the unknown.  And, before setting 

off, explorers must prepare and equip themselves.  In this dissertation research I am using 

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) as a framework for where to look for influences on the 
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independent mobility of young teens and subsequently as a guide to analyze data from a 

variety of sources.  Figure 4.1 (on page 72) diagrams the conceptual framework for this 

dissertation research.  Dashed lines show relationships not under study in this research.  

Some factors are hypothesized to directly influence the activity in which a young teen 

might participate as well as the choice to travel independently or not.  For example, 

social/cultural factors such as involvement in a particular school or church might 

determine activities such as sports practice, honors club meeting, or bible study class.  

The scale of land use diversity might facilitate independent travel when the diversity is 

fine and might require dependent travel when it is not.  In addition, some factors may 

indirectly influence the activity in which a young teen might participate or how they 

access that activity.  For example, parents might allow or not allow independent travel 

depending on how they assess the transportation system and land use diversity.  Or, 

social/cultural factors might influence a young teens’ peer group, which may then 

influence the activities in which a young teen participates and how they access that 

activity. 

 The primary research question under investigation in this dissertation research is 

what factors influence the independent travel of teens.  Quantitative analyses can describe 

a situation – such as how many young teens ride bicycles to school today compared to 

some point in the past.  They can also identify correlations that may affect behavior, but 

quantitative analyses cannot determine definitively what factors cause a given behavior – 

such as why young teens travel independently, or not, nor why those factors influence the 

behavior under investigation.  As illustrated in the previous chapter, quantitative analysis 
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can provide guidance regarding where to look more closely for data relevant to the 

research questions. 

Since so little is known with confidence about the travel of young teens, 

independent or otherwise, it is first necessary to describe what we know about their travel 

patterns.  The most likely place to find existing data on aspects of travel patterns is the 

national travel survey.  As shown in the previous chapter, the national travel data indicate 

variation in the travel of young teens along several different lines.  However, these data 

should be viewed with a certain amount of suspicion since they are rarely collected from 

the teens themselves and their information is considered secondary in the national survey 

process. If not a single teen’s data were collected, a household’s data could still be 

included in the national travel survey database (U.S.DOT 2003).    

 Another issue with the national travel survey that is problematic as it relates to 

the travel of young teens is the fact that the survey uses a tool designed primarily to 

describe adult travel.  The first step in this research is thus the development of a teen-

oriented travel survey.  Potential sources for these data are the psychology and sociology 

literatures, as well as asking teens.  The next step is the application to this instrument to 

create a travel and activity diary. 

 The following section of this chapter discusses qualitative research in more detail.  

It also describes how issues of reliability and validity are dealt with in this type of 

research.  The next two sections describe in more detail the methodology used to develop 

the teen-oriented travel diary and its implementation.  The last two sections describe the 

data preparation method followed in this dissertation research.   
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Figure 4.1 – Conceptual framework 
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4.2 The Use of Qualitative Methods in Travel Behavior Research 

Due to the exploratory nature of this dissertation research, the overarching 

research methodology for this work is a qualitative approach.  Qualitative research is 

fundamentally different from quantitative research.  As defined by Denzin and Lincoln 

(1998, 126), “qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to 

make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.”  

This fits with the ecological framework emphasis on context to understand behavior and 

Gurin’s (1974) support of understanding the transportation system from the point of view 

of its users.  The definition of qualitative research for transportation research purposes 

can be phrased as follows: researchers study users of the transportation system in order to 

understand their motivations, feelings, attitudes, and beliefs about their travel and their 

ability to reach the activities in which they are interested.  This rephrasing focuses on the 

essential use of the transportation system – the means by which people reach activities, 

further reinforcing the need to use an activity-based approach.  It also emphasizes another 

aspect of transportation behavior, the ability to use the system itself.  Lastly, it suggests 

that the opinion of the user of the transportation system is important.  Someone interested 

in the quantitative aspects of travel might focus on the number of people using the 

transportation system or the number of places someone can reach in a set amount of time.  

But, someone interested in what helps or hinders certain types of travel is often better 

served by qualitative research methods since the users’ perception of the transportation 

system likely influences their interaction with it.  For example, a researcher from 

transportation geography has described the purpose of qualitative methods as they 
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specifically relate to the study of intra-urban travel as understanding the subjective urban 

travel experience of people and how they adapt to various time-space constraints (Røe 

2000). 

  As Grosvenor (2000) rightly points out, qualitative and quantitative research 

methods are not two approaches to answering the same question, they are two approaches 

to different types of questions.  Qualitative research is appropriate to answer questions 

regarding the meaning of a situation, the context of an event, exploring new areas of 

interest, understanding the process that brought about a situation, and exploring causal 

relationships (Maxwell 1996).  However, some transportation research questions are 

more appropriately investigated through qualitative research:  Why do women average 

more trips per day when there is a child 6-15 years of age in the household?  How do 

low-income families manage grocery shopping?  And my primary research question, 

what helps or hinders the independent mobility of teens?  These are questions related to 

context and process and cannot be addressed adequately by quantitative methods. 

Quantitative research can hint at causes, but care must be taken not to draw inappropriate 

conclusions.  Policymakers interested in reducing the average number of daily trips by 

people, or addressing the ability of low-income households to conduct maintenance 

activities need answers to the questions sketched out above.  Qualitative methods are the 

most appropriate way to begin answering those questions. 

What are qualitative research methods?  As implied by the above, qualitative 

research involves individual people as the most basic unit of analysis.  Common research 

techniques include focus groups (sometimes called group interviews), individual 

 74 



    

interviews, unobtrusive research such as “people watching,” and case studies (in-depth 

analyses of particular phenomena).  Methods such as these (except perhaps unobtrusive 

research) provide another benefit of qualitative research – depth.  Although the 

researcher, by necessity, can only gather data from a relatively small number of people, 

she or he has the opportunity to study and work closely with each participant in the 

research.   

This essentially personal nature to data gathering has several beneficial 

consequences.  First, these methods generally produce a large amount of written data per 

person.  A one-hour interview transcribed may comprise over twenty pages of text.  

Typically this will mean that the research has detailed information on various aspects of 

the research question under investigation.  The large amount of data makes management 

of data of the utmost importance.  

A second consequence of the essentially personal nature of qualitative research, as 

with other personal studies such as medical trials, is that universities and other research 

institutions require ethics training and the adherence to numerous protocols in working 

with people.  This is to protect the researcher as well as the research participant.  

Unethical research in the past has lead universities and others to convene Institutional 

Review Boards.  These Boards are charged with upholding ethical standards.  All 

research involving people, qualitative and/or quantitative, is reviewed and approved by 

the Board before the research commences.   

One criticism of qualitative research concerns how a researcher interprets 

information and particularly how that interpretation can be validated.  The ethical 
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qualitative researcher will be forthcoming about possible shortcomings of her or his 

research and will include relevant negative findings as well as positive results.  Analytical 

techniques and the research process should be transparent in reports of findings.  One 

way to do this is for the researcher to present the steps of the research process so that 

readers of the report can assess the strengths and weaknesses for themselves (Rubin and 

Rubin 1995).  Although the interpretive nature of qualitative research is often used to 

demonstrate the purported unscientific nature of these techniques, potentially leading to 

misrepresentation, quantitative methods are not free from interpretation and 

misrepresentation (Huff 1973, Tufte 1983, Shoup 2003).  For example, quantitatively-

based researchers must make decisions about missing data (interpolate the missing 

answers or disregard the whole record).  The ethical researcher, whether relying on 

quantitative or qualitative methods, will appropriately address matters of interpretation 

and the presentation of results. 

One comprehensive approach to addressing validity and reliability in qualitative 

research is offered by Maxwell (1996).  For various philosophical reasons, Maxwell 

(1996) considers issues of reliability and validity, as applied to qualitative research, under 

the single name of “validity.”  Despite the nomenclature, he provides a checklist of eight 

items that researchers should consider in order to address validity at the research and 

analytical phases of a qualitative project (Maxwell 1996).  Not all of these will be 

applicable to all qualitative research projects; however, they do offer some guidance.  

Maxwell’s assessment of this aspect of qualitative research appeared to be the most 

comprehensive and served as the basis for this research.  His points that are applicable to 
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this research, are described below during the phase of the research where they are 

appropriate. 

There are three main phases to this dissertation research.  First is the development 

of a tool designed to collect out-of-home activity data that is relevant to young teens.  

Second is the recruitment of young teens to fill out the diary and be interviewed and the 

gathering of data.  Last is analysis of the data.  This research uses two qualitative research 

techniques: an out-of-home activity diary developed specifically for teens and a semi-

structured interview.   Both are described in more detail below.  Various methods to 

address validity are used, as described below.   

 

4.3  The Development of a Travel Diary for Teens 
Once the analysis of the literature and the national survey revealed a need for a 

survey instrument better suited to teen travel, I searched the social science literature 

regarding teen activities.  The only teen-oriented travel information came from Gurin’s 

study (1974).  As described in Chapter 2, the list of activities was fairly broad and much 

shorter than that used in the national travel survey.  One source of teen activities in the 

social sciences literature is the work performed for the panel Sloan Study of Youth and 

Social Development (Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider 2000).  The first wave was 

conducted in 1992-1993.  The long-term goal of the project is to study career formation.  

However, one facet of the study examined how young people were currently spending 

their time.  The sample consisted of 4,816 students in sixth, eighth, tenth, and twelfth 

grades from twelve states.  Subjects were given electronic watches that signaled them 
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eight times a day for a period of one week.  They were instructed to answer several 

questions when the watch beeped.  One of those questions was: what are you doing? 

The results from this study were used as an initial list of teen activities.  They are 

presented in Table 4.1.  For the purposes of the research objective of the Sloan Study, the 

activities are grouped into three types: productive, leisure, and maintenance.  In some of 

the analyses, leisure is further divided into passive and active leisure.  The activity data 

gathered for the Sloan Study are presented aggregated into categories relevant for their 

research objectives.  However, they did originate with the young people themselves and 

they provide a good starting point for this dissertation research in answering the first 

research question.   

 
Table 4.1 - Teen activities from the Sloan Study 

 

General Description Specific Activities 

Productive Class work, homework, job 

Leisure Socializing, games and sports, watching television, 
watching movies or listening to music, hobbies, 
thinking about… 

Maintenance Chores, eating, grooming/personal care, resting, in 
transit 

* source: Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider 2000 

 

To test the accuracy and completeness of this list, during the pre-test period of 

this dissertation research I interviewed several teens in the Austin area regarding their 

travel.  The teens were chosen by convenience sampling.  They were asked several 

questions regarding their activities, travel patterns on weekdays and weekends, and what 
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they perceived as barriers and enhancers to independent travel.  Their answers suggest 

important additions to the activities presented in Table 4.1.  Especially in regards to the 

actual interviewing of teens, empirical evidence suggests it is better to offer precise 

examples than general categories.   

This is important for two reasons.  First, it’s easier for the teen to pick one choice 

among those given than to think of the range of activities in which they participate.  

Second, as some of the activities are described in Table 4.1, there can be different 

implications for travel depending on the precise trip purpose.  For example, one’s travel 

needs as a sports participant are different than the travel needs of a sports spectator.  An 

athlete must attend practice several times a week and then arrive early and stay late the 

actual day of the sports contest.  As one mother of four children described the situation: 

…we’re a family that’s very driven by our involvement in activities that 
we’re involved in.  So where we go is determined by, a lot, what we’re 
involved in.  Four children.  They all play a sport.  Three of them are in, 
play musical instruments.  So we go to, you have to go to lessons, you 
have to go to practice, you have to go to … the events. 
 

  If the student athlete needs to travel with someone, instead of independently, there is 

usually a limited pool of people available with whom to travel.  On the other hand, as a 

sports spectator, one is typically only participating in this event one night a week.   

Should the sports spectator need to travel with someone, there is a large pool of potential 

candidates with whom to travel. 

A second aspect regarding trip purposes of teens that became obvious through the 

local interviews was more detailed information about what is simply described as 

“socializing” in Table 4.1.  There appear to be three main ways that socializing takes 
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place.  One is electronically, either over the phone or via e-mail and instant messenger 

services.  All the teen subjects interviewed mentioned this.  The second is by both parties 

conducting their socializing at a location such as the mall, the movies, the playground, or 

the ice cream shop.  The third form of socializing that is relevant for travel behavior 

research is what used to be called “cruising.”  Typically this involves a large portion of 

the teens in an area driving in, or around, a certain area – along the main drag or around 

the town square.  This is important since the path or destination may not be entirely 

obvious to the observer. 

The type of schools that a teen attends may also influence both trip purposes and 

potential modes of transportation.  For example, when attending a public school that 

draws students from a specific geographical area, there is a greater chance that a teen may 

know other teens in their own neighborhood to spend time with as well as to travel with.  

Students attending a private school or public “academy” type school are more likely to 

know other young people who are spread out more extensively through the city.  As the 

mother of two teenage daughters (13 and 16) said,  

she goes to a private school, she doesn’t go to the neighborhood school. 
Most of her friends are spread out.  So it requires more than just walking 
up the street.  
 

This means that visiting friends or participating in activities with friends is more likely to 

take place over a large geographical area.  This also means that these students may have a 

smaller pool of people to potentially share a ride with, since the distances are greater.   

Pre-testing interviews with 13-, 14-, and 15-year-olds also revealed information 

about potential modes that is important for travel behavior research.  Depending on age 
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and trip purpose, the ability of a teen to travel is dependent upon who accompanies them.  

In some cases the parent requires an adult or an older sibling to be present.  In other cases 

a peer is sufficient.  For example, a teen may be allowed to walk anywhere in their 

neighborhood unaccompanied, but travel outside the neighborhood may require the 

accompaniment of an older sibling or, if the destination is a friend’s house, for the friend 

to meet them halfway.  During the school year, the carpool may be a regular 

transportation mode of teens, especially for those participating in sports.  For example, a 

group of adults may coordinate ahead of time travel patterns for the upcoming sports 

season, or semester – a period that may cover several months. 

In the majority of cases, particularly when there was no older sibling in the 

household, parents do a large part of the chauffeuring duties. As the mother of 13- and 

15-year-old daughters stated, “I have no problem taking them anywhere in town…and 

dropping them off, so providing transportation to them.”  The 1995 NPTS data indicate 

that women in households with a child between six and fifteen years of age average over 

five trips per day (Hu and Young 1999).  Some of the mothers interviewed for this 

research thought that number might be low.  Either way, there is a significant impact on 

drivers in a household due to the presence of a non-driving teenager.   

Work by the Sloan Project and research done locally suggests a list of trip 

purposes and modes that would describe teen travel behavior.  These are presented in 

Table 4.2.  The trip purposes were prepared keeping in mind the specific transportation 

needs of certain activities.  For example, the trip to school is regular enough to be served 

by a school bus.  However, after-school activities such as band or sports practice may be 
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regular in time but not served by a regular “non-Mom” transportation mode.  Similarly, 

participants in sports and music events must show up early and often stay late on 

performance day.  Therefore, they are likely to arrange carpools with fellow participants, 

while spectators come and go as it suits them.  The trip purpose list was then used to 

prepare a travel/activity diary specific to teens (see Figure 4.2 on page 93).  Specifically 

it is an out-of-home activity diary, hereafter referred to as the activity diary.  This 

answers the first research question regarding the activities of non-driving teens.   

 

Table 4.2 - Trip purposes and travel modes for teens 
 

Trip Purposes Travel Modes 

School 
Sports/Band – participant 
Sports/Band – spectator 
Sports/Band – lessons/team practice 
Homework 
Other school-related activity 
Sleepover 
Rollerblading/Skateboarding 
Rollerskating/Bowling/Ice 

Skating/Swimming 
Mall 
Meet friends someplace other than mall 
Shopping 
Eat out 
Movies 
Concert/Live music 
Personal business 
Medical 
Religious meeting 
Community meeting 

Parent (not part of regular 
carpool) 
Friend’s parent (not part 
of regular carpool) 
Older sibling 
Walking – accompanied 
Walking – alone 
Biking 
Carpool 
Rollerblading 
Skateboarding 
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4.4  Research Design for the Implementation of the Activity Diary 
 Once the activity diary was developed, the next phase of the research could be 

implemented – having teens fill out the diaries and then discussing their travel and 

activity patterns.  While the diary indicated what teens did, it did not provide any 

information about how they made their travel choices. Therefore, the diaries were used in 

conjunction with interviews, similar to the work of Jones (1980) and Rose and Ampt 

(2001).  Data gathered from the activity diaries could answer the second research 

question, How do non-driving teens travel to non-home activities?  In this situation the 

diaries serve as a reminder to the teen during the interviews regarding what they did on 

the days in question.  In addition, at the time of the interview, research participants were 

asked to draw maps of Austin.   

The original intention of this exercise was to examine the idea that type of built 

environment influences the extent to which a person knows a town.  Also, I thought as 

they neared driving age, 15-year-olds would have a comprehensive view of the city and 

understand how the parts fit together.  Similarly, I thought 13-year-olds would primarily 

know their neighborhood and perhaps a few other parts of the city.  The final 

implementation of this exercise was not rigorous enough to use the maps in those ways.  

It ended up working best as a way to discuss issues regarding their neighborhoods, 

traveling in Austin in general, and cataloging what teens considered in their 

neighborhood. 

For the second phase of the research, participating teens were asked to fill out a 

diary for three days, Thursday, Friday, and Saturday.  This was intended to capture a 

regular school day, a Friday (when many school sports events take place) and a weekend 
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day.  A sample of 900 households with young teens was obtained from a firm 

specializing in the preparation of household lists for marketing and research purposes.1 

The recruitment firm began recruiting young teens immediately to learn what it would be 

like to recruit from this age group.2  Then the sample was sorted by zip code and those 

zip codes served by the local transit authority were given top priority.  This was done in 

order to increase the chances of recruiting teens for the study with transportation choices.  

Once the teen’s parent or guardian gave permission for them to participate in the research 

they were mailed a packet.  On top was a cover letter explaining the research and 

detailing what was expected of the teen.  The letter was on University letterhead and 

individually signed.3  Two copies of the informed consent form accompanied the letter.  

(See Appendix A for a copy of the consent form)  Per University regulations, the 

recruiting scripts, all materials sent to potential participants, and the interview questions 

were approved by the Institutional Review Board prior to commencement of this 

dissertation research.  Lastly, research participants received four copies of an out-of-

home activity diary. 

As teens were recruited, I received a report with their name, address, phone 

number, and household size.  The night before the research participant was scheduled to 

start filling out their survey, I called to ascertain if they had received the packet, ask if 

they had any questions, and remind them to fill out their diaries and return them in the 

                                                 
1 The initial sample consisted of 300 households per age cohort under study in the research project. 
2 Recruiters explained what would be expected of the teens, the voluntary nature of their participation and 
their receipt of twenty-five dollars upon completion of their participation. (See Appendix B for dispositon 
of the sample)  Preliminary discussions with the recruiting firm indicated that the rate of participation 
would increase if a monetary incentive was offered to the teens.   
3 Personal touches have been found to increase participation (Dillman 2000).   
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enclosed addressed, stamped envelope.  If I did not receive the diary within a week of 

when it was expected to arrive, I gave the participants a reminder phone call.4  Once the 

diaries were received they were checked for completeness.  This included primarily the 

inclusion of home addresses.  Since one objective of the study was understanding choices 

in travel, checking addresses before the interview allowed me to ascertain whether or not 

destinations listed in the diary were potentially within walking or bicycling distance.  

Potential participants were located on a city map and a public transit map in order to 

determine the potential the teens had to ride public transportation.  Appointments were 

then made with the teens.5  In order to increase the comfort level of the participants they 

were interviewed in their homes.  In the majority of cases, the research participants were 

interviewed at their dining room table.  Often the parent remained in the kitchen (within 

earshot) during the beginning of the interview.  In three cases, the parent remained at the 

table for all or most of the interview.  In two or three other cases the parent jumped into 

the conversation or was drawn in by their teen.    

The interviews began with an explanation of higher education and how their 

participation in this research project fit into the completion of a dissertation.  (See 

Appendix C for a list of the interview questions.)  Next, the teens were asked to draw a 

map of the city where they lived.  They were given no parameters regarding the map 

other than to draw a map of their (e.g., Adam’s) Austin.  While drawing the map they 

were asked a series of general questions regarding their age, grade, school, household 

                                                 
4 Dillman (2000) recommends contacting people several times in order to increase the likelihood of 
participation.  This seems to be particularly important with teens.   
5 All materials (tapes, maps, and transcripts) were assigned a code based on the interview date in order to 
maintain the confidentiality of the research participants.   
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composition, household car ownership, the work status of adults, and length of time at 

their current location.   

After the formal portion of the interview began, I started two tape recorders.6  

Taping the interview provided two benefits (Rubin and Rubin 1995).  First, by not having 

to take notes, the conversation had the opportunity to develop more naturally.  Second, 

verbatim transcripts contribute to Maxwell’s validity assurance method of “rich” data 

(Maxwell 1996, Lofland and Lofland 1995).  In this way everything that a research 

participant said becomes part of the research database and not just notes confirming or 

denying the researcher’s hypothesis.  Related to this is the researcher’s memoranda.  In 

cases where audiotaping is insufficient to capture the data gathering experience, as well 

as for other reasons Maxwell suggests, researchers may choose to include detailed 

memoranda in their research.  These may describe the setting of the interview.  For 

example, how the participant sat, if they fidgeted, etc.  Or, if the interview took place in 

the person’s home or office, a description of prominent books, paintings, photographs, 

and other details may be noted at the time of the interview for potential use later in the 

research process. 

I began the interviews by going over the travel diaries day by day, filling in 

missing data and ascertaining if they were “typical” days.  If not, participants were asked 

to recount a typical day.  After a series of questions regarding activities, travel via 

different modes, and parental limitations on travel without an adult, participants were 

asked to delineate what portion of their map they considered their neighborhood.  (See 

                                                 
6 This turned out to be prudent when on a few occasions one or the other of the recorders failed.   
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Appendix C for a complete list of questions.)  After discussing the maps and soliciting 

general comments about traveling, the participants were thanked and paid $25.00 in cash.  

Occasionally, parents offered their views during, and sometimes after, the interview.   

Within twenty-four hours of completing the interviews, I prepared a 

memorandum about the interview.  Three main areas were addressed in the 

memorandum.  First, the questions regarding demographics that were posed while the 

research participant was drawing the map and before the tape recorder was running.  

Also, any information regarding demeanor that the transcripts would not indicate.  

Second was a description of whatever I saw inside the house: trophies, sports 

memorabilia, signs of remodeling, pets, fish tanks, etc.  I had no preconceived notions 

whether or not this particular information would be helpful. But it seemed best to note it 

while it was still fresh in my mind.  Lastly, the memorandum included information 

regarding the neighborhood: presence/absence of hills, shade, sidewalks and bike routes.  

I also noted the nearness of busy streets, high traffic areas, etc.  If parents offered relevant 

information as they escorted me out of the house, that was also included in the 

memorandum. 

 

4.5  Data Preparation and Analysis 
 Recordings of all interviews were transcribed.  I checked those done by outside 

transcribers.  The transcribers were briefed on the nature of the research project and 

provided with a copy of the interview questions in order to facilitate their transcription 

work.  Upon completion the transcribers were asked their impressions based on the 

transcripts they had prepared.  This information was then inserted into a memorandum for 
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future reference.  This type of feedback is recommended by Maxwell (1996) as a check 

on validity.  Using feedback the researcher solicits comments from peers or others 

involved and interested in the research, knowledgeable professionals or people in a 

different field that is related to the research at hand.    The interviews were transcribed for 

two reasons. One was to provide the validity check of rich data as recommended by 

Maxwell (1996).  The second was to make it easier to probe the interviews via a 

qualitative analysis software.  New software products available for use on personal 

computers make it easier for researchers by allowing for coding of electronic data and 

then retrieval based on a researcher-developed coding scheme. 

 In addition to the transcripts and assorted researcher memoranda, the data for this 

research include memoranda based on the maps the research subjects were asked to draw 

and out-of-home activity diaries. The first few subjects were asked to draw maps of their 

neighborhood.  This was soon altered by asking the subjects to “draw me a map of 

Adam’s Austin.”  I thought the neighborhood might be too small an area and that by 

asking the young teens to draw “their Austin” for me I would learn what was important 

enough for them to include in their maps.  The map memoranda consist of notes about the 

maps denoting how they characterized streets (as lines, with width, with dashed center 

lines, etc.), the extent of Austin that they drew, and the specific places included on their 

maps.  Many noted landmarks as well as places they actually go.  As noted above, in the 

end these maps were not used as anticipated.  In the analysis phase they were useful in 

determining what was in the young teens’ neighborhoods.   
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 The data from the out-of-home activity diaries were collected in a spreadsheet.  

This facilitates the preparation of descriptive statistics.  The textual data were then 

imported into the qualitative software for coding and analysis.  The codes for the data 

came from a number of sources.  Each transcript was read as it was completed. It was 

then read again to help fill holes in the out-of-home activity diaries.  They were read a 

third time to determine what follow-up questions needed to be asked.  Throughout this 

process I made notes about ideas and potential themes.  In addition, I created codes based 

on the conceptual framework and the research questions.  Three transcripts were coded to 

test the code list.  As a code was added later during the coding process, all the transcripts 

coded before that were reread to see if the new code was applicable.  See Appendix D for 

a list of the codes used. 

 During the analysis phase related to the interviews, quasi-statistics were used in 

order to determine frequency and to characterize the themes of the young people.  This is 

another way that Maxwell (1996) suggests to ensure validity of qualitative research. 

 

4.6   Austin Considerations 
Austin, Texas possesses several characteristics that influence travel to varying 

degrees.  First, Austin is the southernmost state capital in the contiguous U.S.  It enjoys a 

warm, generally humid climate.  Therefore, traveling by walking or bicycling in the 

winter can be an enjoyable experience, while in the summer citizens are often warned to 

avoid exertion outdoors during the late afternoon.  Second, Austin is on the border of the 

Blackland Prairie and the Edwards Plateau.  The eastern portion of the city that sits on the 

Blackland Prairie is characterized by gently rolling hills interspersed with flat areas, 
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while the western portion that sits on the Edwards Plateau has areas with very hilly 

terrain interspersed with steep-walled canyons.   

Some parts of the western portion of the city have such difficult terrain that it 

dictates a built environment where neighborhoods are divided by steep-walled canyons.  

Austin’s topography coupled with typical late 20th century American subdivision patterns 

of limited access create areas that are not conducive to walking and bicycling as modes 

because street grades are steep or desirable destinations may be physically close but 

streets must go around natural features.   

 As far as the built environment, older portions of the city have a sidewalk on one 

and sometimes both sides of the street.  Newer development is typical of late twentieth 

century US building characterized by self-contained subdivisions with a high proportion 

of cul-de-sacs and loop streets that likely do not have sidewalks. 

 The highways in Austin run predominantly north-south with limited east-west 

highway access to the north and south.  Austin has the highest rating for traffic 

congestion of any city with a population between 500,000 and one million (Schanks and 

Lomax 2004). 

 Austin has a transit authority that operates a fixed-route service throughout the 

central part of the city, some outlying areas, and selected adjacent cities that are part of its 

taxing district.  The system was originally a hub-and-spoke system and is currently in the 

process of moving to a grid system.  During the latter part of interview portion of this 

dissertation research the transit authority began a special summer pass program targeting 

young people.  In addition there is an arrangement between the school district and the 
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transit authority where certain routes to certain schools are designated “apple” routes and 

served by the transit authority.   

 Based on these factors, the reader is cautioned against generalizing all the 

conclusions of this research to all areas.  The participants in this dissertation research do 

not have the option of travel by subway, or light rail.  Nor, do warm clothes and snow 

hamper their travel in the winter.  However, this first look at the independent travel of 

young teens provides a basis on which to discuss independent travel in other areas. 

 

4.7  Conclusion 
 As demonstrated in the previous chapter, the national survey data confirm a need 

to better understand the travel of young teens and, the need for an appropriate research 

tool.  In sum, little is known about young teens and how to gather relevant teen travel 

data.  Therefore, due to the exploratory nature of this research qualitative methodologies 

are the means to better understand the specific factors that influence teen travel needs and 

choices.  Researchers in other fields have developed qualitative research methods in a 

rigorous manner to address issues of reliability and validity, which are also important in 

quantitative methods.  For an exploratory study delving into the world of teen travel, the 

critical source for teen attitudes and behaviors is the teens themselves.  Within this 

exploratory approach, the research presented here uses an ecological framework as a 

guide to where to search for potential influences on travel.  Although parents are 

potentially the most influential force regarding teen travel, they were not interviewed as 

part of this research project.  Instead this research relied on the teens’ interpretation of 

where they could go on their own.  
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 All the research participants were asked the same questions as appropriate.  They 

were all asked to draw maps of “their” Austin in order to have a jumping off point for 

discussing the physical environment and their movements within it.  I checked all the 

transcripts and coded all the data.  Coding by a single person ensures uniformity, 

although there are techniques for working with multiple coders. 

 The next two chapters provide the results from this dissertation data.  The next 

chapter outlines the results from the teen-oriented travel diary.  The chapter following 

that discusses the results from the interviews and what they indicate regarding what helps 

and what hinders the independent mobility of non-driving teens. 
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W at was the 
purpose 
of your 
trip? 

(u des from List 1) 

Where did you participate in 
this activity? 

   Name of place 
   Address (nearest cross streets), City 

How did you 
get there? 

 
(use codes from List 2) 

Wha me did 
yo rrive? 

What time did 
you leave this 
place? 

    
       :        am/pm 

 
       :        am/pm

   
       :        am/pm 

 
       :        am/pm

   
       :        am/pm 

 
       :        am/pm

   
       :        am/pm 

 
       :        am/pm

 
 

   
       :        am/pm 

 
       :        am/pm

   
       :        am/pm 

 
       :        am/pm

   
       :        am/pm 

 
       :        am/pm

              Place e:______________________
Approximate loca : _____________________ 
          :        am/pm      :        am/pm 

Use these codes to answer the question 
“What was the purpose of your trip?” 

List 1: Activities  List

 My Home □  Other  (please specify below) 

Where were y  at 3 am on your study day?What time did you go to sleep on 
your study day?

h time did you wake up on 
ou tudy day? 

Use these codes to answer the question 
“How did you get there?” 

List 2: Travel Modes

1. Parent (not part of regular carpool
2. Friend’s parent (not part of regular carpool) 
3. Older Sibling 
4. Carpool 
5. School Bus 
6. Walk – accompanied 
7. Walk – alone  
8. Taxi/Shuttle Bus/Limousine 
9. Capital Metro Bus 
10. Bicycle 
11. Motorcycle/Moped 
12. Rollerblading/Skateboarding 
97.   Other (write code and specify) 

1. School
2. Sports/band - participant  
3. Sports/band – spectator 
4. Sports/band – lessons/practice 
5. Homework 
6. School-related (after-hours field trips) 
7. Sleepover 
8. Rollerblading/skateboarding 
9. Rollerskating/bowling/ice skating/swimming 
10. Mall 
11. Meet friends someplace other than the mall 
12. Shop (buying clothes, food, video games) 
13. Eat out (restaurant, drive-through, quick stop) 
14. Entertainment (movies, video arcade) 
15. Personal business (ATM, post office) 
16. Visit doctor, dentist, other medical  
17. Visit friends/relatives 
18. Church, temple, religious activity 
19. Work (paid or volunteer) 
20. Driving around 
21. Community meetings, public hearing, etc. 
99.  Other (write code and specify) 

Figure 4.2 - Teen out-of-home activity diary 
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CHAPTER 5 - RESULTS FROM THE TEEN-ORIENTED TRAVEL DIARIES: 
WHERE YOUNG TEENS GO AND HOW THEY GET THERE 

 
5.1  Introduction 
 Although the national travel survey data give a broad picture of teen travel, the 

majority of the data are from adults and not the teens themselves.  In addition, the data 

are collected with a tool designed primarily around the travel of adults.  Therefore, little 

is known with certainty about the activities in which teens engage and how they access 

these activities.  This suggests that research with regard to teen travel behavior must 

begin with an approach that reveals these phenomena before understanding what helps or 

hinders the ability of young teens to travel independently.   

 This dissertation research uses qualitative research methods to learn about the 

travel of young teens.  Two techniques are used: the development and application of an 

out-of-home activity diary designed specifically for teens, and a semi-structured 

interview.  The first technique was used to answer the first two research questions:   

• In what activities do young teens engage?  

• How do they get to these activities?   

Regarding the first question, a list of teen-relevant activities was developed in order to 

create the teen-oriented travel diary, as described in Chapter 4.  The present chapter 

describes results obtained from having pre-driving teens use the travel diary, helping us 

to better understand both what activities they are engaging in and they are getting to these 

activities.  The following chapter, using data from the interviews, answers the third of the 

research questions this dissertation seeks to answer: what helps and what hinders the 

independent mobility of young teens?  For the purposes of this dissertation research, 
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independent modes are those that do not require an adult to drive the young teen 

someplace.  They are walking, bicycling, riding the city bus, and riding the school bus.  

This dissertation research uses a small sample and therefore there are small numbers for 

many of the specific cases that are examined in this chapter.  Consequently, the specific 

results cannot be considered representative.  However, its implementation does 

demonstrate the importance of using a teen-specific diary and raises questions that could 

be answered in a wider use of this diary. 

 This chapter begins with a description of the young teens who participated in this 

dissertation research.  The data from the diaries are then presented by trip purpose and 

mode.   

  

5.2 Characteristics of the Research Participants 
Thirty-one teenagers from twenty-eight households in Austin, Texas participated 

in this research.  The research participants were evenly divided between thirteen-, 

fourteen-, and fifteen-year-olds, although there were nearly twice as many males as 

females.  Table 5.1 presents the main characteristics of the research participants.  

 

Table 5.1 - Characteristics of research participants: Age and sex 

 

 

Age Female Male Total 
13 5 5 10 
14 3 8 11 
15 4 6 10 

Total 12 19 31 
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The teens attended school in grades six through ten.1  See Figure 5.1 for a 

distribution of grades of the research participants.  Twenty-three of the young teens were 

attending regular public schools, three attended magnet schools2, four attended private 

schools, one was at a charter school, and one was home-schooled.  In this research, 13% 

of the research participants attended private school.  The national averages of young 

people in private school in 2001 (the most recent year for which data are available) is 

11.5% for primary school children and 8.8% for those in secondary school (National 

Center for Education Statistics 2003).   In general, regular public schools draw their 

students from specific, contiguous geographic areas.  I expected that these young people 

would have more friends nearby while students in private and magnet schools would 

have friends spread throughout the metropolitan area with some familiarity with other 

neighborhoods. 

Figure 5.1 - Research participants per grade
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1 Summer research participants were asked what grade they would be in and what school they would be 
attending the following fall. 
2 Magnet schools in the Austin, Texas area are operated by the public school system.  They offer 
specialization in areas such as the sciences or arts at the middle school and high school level. 
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The twenty-eight households represent a range of living arrangements.  My 

original expectation was that young teens living in households where both parents 

worked and there were no siblings who drove would travel more frequently by 

independent modes than those who lived in households with a stay-at-home parent or 

older sibling who drove.  See Table 5.2 for socio-demographic breakdown of households. 

 

Table 5.2 – Characteristics of households in the Austin study: Number of 
households for various socio-demographic parameters 

 
 No. of households 
No. of children at home 

1 5 
2 11 
3 + 12 

Stay-at home parent 
yes 13   (3 work part time) 
no 15   (2 teachers)  

       (2 single parent) 
Vehicle Ownership  
(ratio of cars to drivers) 

Even 23 
Greater than 1 2 
Less than 1 2 
Unknown 1 

Appraised Market Value of Home 
Below 50% average 6 
50% to 100% average 15 
Above average 7 

 

In lieu of household income, the appraised value of the home was obtained from 

the county appraisal district website.  Based on this information the homes where the 

teens lived ranged in price from $75,000 to just over half a million dollars with a median 
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price of $123,000.3  In 2003 the median price for a home in Austin, Texas was $191,240.4  

All the households surveyed had computers although one teen said the computer in her 

household broke down frequently.  This particular household also did not have cable or 

regular television access, but they did have a telephone.  Nineteen of the households had 

instant messaging service on the computer. 

Thirty of the 31 teens interviewed in this research filled out diaries.5  Data were 

collected from March through August, covering travel behavior for both the school year 

and summer.  Participants were asked to fill out the travel diaries for three consecutive 

days: Thursday, Friday, and Saturday.  Not all participants followed the directions 

exactly so in some cases there are data for Tuesday through Saturday as shown in Figure 

5.2.6  Sixty-four of the travel days were during the school year and twenty-four were 

during the summer.  The young teens participating in this research took 363 trips over 88 

travel days.7  The teens were instructed to write down all activities they participated in 

outside of their home.  This approach was designed to identify out-of-home activities 

such as “just playing outside.”  Only seven of the out-of-home activities reported by the 

research participants were activities such as just walking around or playing outside.  For 

the calculations presented below, these activities were eliminated.  Figure 5.2 indicates 

the days for which data were actually collected.  
                                                 
3 These values were obtained from the Travis County Appraisal District website (www.traviscad.org).  The 
value reported is the Market Value Total from the detail pages accessed from the above website over a 
period of several months in 2003. 
4 This is the averaged appraised value obtained from Ms. B.J. Stone of the Travis County Appraisal 
District.  She said this value is the 2003 Average Appraised Value with Homestead Exemption. 
5 There is no diary data for one teen due to the loss of his diaries.   
6 Twenty-six young teens filled out the diaries for three days, three for two days, and one for four days. 
7 Since the trip home was inadvertently not offered as an activity on the diary, some teens included trips to 
home and others did not.  Consultation of the interview transcripts and inference added eighty-eight trips 
home. 
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Figure 5.2: Diary Days
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5.3  Trip Purposes of Young Teens  
Of the twenty-four activity types available for the research participants to choose 

in the out-of-home activity diaries, home plus ten of the activity types accounted for over 

87 % of the trips.  These are presented in Table 5.3.  Table 5.4 presents all the results 

with some activities aggregated.  All school-related categories are aggregated.  All the 

categories related to organized (school and club) sports are reported together.  The trip 

home accounts for nearly one-third of trips and the next five categories of trips account 

for another third of total trips: school and school-related events, organized sports and 

music activities, shopping, eating out, and visiting friends some place other than the mall.  

Since eating out and shopping activities generally took place with friends and family 

members, after home, school and sports, most destinations by young teens are for 

socializing-type destinations.  As with the initial look at the NHTS data, these aggregated 

data may not be as informative as looking at the data disaggregated along various criteria.  
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Table 5.3 - Activities reported in the travel diaries:  
Ten most frequently cited of the twenty-four individual choices 

 
 Number of 

Trips 
Percent of Trips 

Home 111  30.6 % 
School 46  12.7  

Shopping 30  8.3  
Eat Out 30  8.3  

Visit Friends – Not Mall 24  6.6  
Religious 17  4.7  

Driving/Walking Around 14  3.9  
Entertainment 12  3.3  

Other 12  3.3  
Sports/Band Participant 11  3.0  

Sleepover 10  2.8  
Total 317  87.5 % 

 

Table 5.4 - Total activities reported in the travel diaries:  
Grouped by type of activity 

 
 Number of 

Trips 
Percent of 

Trips 
Home 111  30.6 % 

School & school-related 49  13.5  
Org. sports & music 32  9.4  

Shopping 30  8.3  
Eat out 30  8.3  

Visit friends – not mall 24  6.6  
Religious activity 17  4.7  

Sport (not at facility) 15  4.1  
Entertainment 12  3.3  

Other 12  3.3  
Sleepover 10  2.8  

*Personal business 8  2.2  
Visit family 6  1.7  

Visit friends at mall 3  0.8  
Work 2  0.6  

Sport at facility 2  0.6  
Total 363 100 % 

  * Personal business activities include the barbershop and the post office 
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As mentioned above, young people can be hypothesized to have different travel 

patterns in the summer compared to the school year.  Therefore, Table 5.5 presents the 

trips, grouped the same way as in Table 5.4, separated into school year and summertime 

trips.  By looking at the trips divided into these categories, where young teens are highly 

likely to have different travel behaviors, one can begin to see the influence of the school 

year/summer difference on the travel of young teens.  

 

Table 5.5 - Activities reported in the travel diaries: 
School year compared to summer 

 
 School Year Summer 

Home 29.2 % 34.0 % 
School & school-related 17.5  3.8  

Organized sports & music 9.3  7.5  
Shopping 8.6  7.8  

Eat out 6.6  12.3  
Visit friends – not mall 5.4  9.4  

Religious activity 5.1  3.8  
Sport not at facility 4.6  2.8  

Sleepover 3.5  0.9  
Entertainment 1.9  6.6  

Visit family 1.6  1.9  
Other 4.3  1.0  

Personal business 0.8  5.7  
Work 0.8  --  

Visit friends at mall 0.4  1.9  
Sport at facility 0.4  1.0  

Total N= 257 N= 106 
 

As expected, there were fewer school and organized sport trips in the summer.  

The largest percentage increases were in personal business (e.g., barber, post office), 

hanging out with friends at someplace other than the mall, entertainment, and eating out.  
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This overall trend is not unexpected since the hours devoted to attending school, 

studying, and preparing homework are not required during the summer. 

While there is understandably a difference at the macro level of summer 

compared to school year, a difference between weekdays and weekends is also not 

unexpected.  Table 5.6 shows the difference between weekday and weekend activities by 

the participants in this research.  Not surprisingly, weekdays are dominated by school 

trips, which make up almost 20% of all weekday trips.  Of the remaining trips the three 

largest categories are organized sports and music, eating out, and shopping.  On the 

weekends most categories, except school and organized sports expand.  Teens are 

generally making more trips everywhere. On weekends, primarily Saturday, the main 

destinations of the young teens in the study are shopping, eating out, and participating in 

sports that don’t require a facility (e.g., rollerblading, skateboarding).  In general, young 

teens participate in more organized sports on weekdays and not formally organized sports 

on weekends.    

The mix of trip purposes by participants in this dissertation research varies by sex, 

as demonstrated in Table 5.7.  The young teenage girls in the sample are more likely than 

boys to visit friends not at the mall, participate in religious activities, and go to a friend’s 

for a sleepover.  On the other hand, the young teenage boys that took part in this research 

were more likely to participate in organized sport activities, eat out, make personal 

business trips, and go out for entertainment.  In general, the young women participate in 

more socializing activities while the young men are involved in more organized sports 

activities. 
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Table 5.6 – Activities reported in the Austin study:  
Weekday compared to weekend 

 
 Weekday Weekend
School & school-related 19.4  % 0.9  % 
Organized sports & music 10.9 6.1  
Eat Out 7.3 10.4
Shopping 6.9 11.3
Visit family 6.5 7.8
Religious activity 3.2 7.8
Other 3.2 3.5
Entertainment 3.2 3.5
Sleepover 2.4 3.5
Personal business 2.0 2.6
Sport not at facility 1.2 10.4
Visit friends – not mall 0.4 2.7
Sport at facility 0.8 --
Friends at mall 0.8 0.9
Work 0.4 0.9
Home 31.5 29.6
 N=248 N=115

 

Table 5.7 – Activities reported in the Austin study: 
Sex comparison 

 
 Female Male 
School & school-related 15.3   % 12.3   % 
Visit friends – not at mall 10.7 4.7
Eat out 6.7 10.9
Organized sports & music 6.0 11.8
Religious activity 5.3 0.5
Sport not at facility 5.3 3.3
Other 5.3 2.8
Shopping 4.7 3.3
Sleepover 4.7 1.0
Personal business 2.7 6.6
Entertainment 2.0 5.2
Visit family 2.0 1.4
Visit friend – at mall 1.3 0.5
Sport at facility 1.3 -
Work - 0.9
Home 28.0 32.6
 N=148 N=215
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It is also hypothesized that the activities young people participate in will change 

as they grow older.  As shown in Table 5.8, the thirteen-year-olds who participated in this 

research make a greater proportion of trips to shopping, organized sports, visiting family, 

and going to friends for sleepovers.   Fifteen-year-olds make more trips to visit friends 

not at the mall, go out for entertainment, and for personal business.   

 

Table 5.8 – Activities reported in the Austin study: Age comparison 

 13 Year Olds15 Year Olds 
School & school-related 15.9  % 14.5  % 
Shopping 12.4 3.6
Eat out 8.0 7.3
Org. sports & music 7.9 4.5
Visit friend –not at mall 5.3 10.9
Sport not at facility 5.3 4.6
Religious activity 4.4 4.6
Sleepover 2.7 0.9
Visit family 2.7 0.9
Entertainment 1.8 5.5
Sport at facility 0.9 0.9
Personal business 0.9 4.6
Other 2.7 0.9
Visit friends – at mall -- 0.9
Work - -
Home 29.2 35.5
 N=113 N=110

 

A second way that out-of-home-activities were assessed was by asking the teens – 

where are the main four or five places that you go to away from home?  This is 

admittedly subject to recall error, but does represent what comes to mind for the teens.  

Surprisingly, only sixteen of the twenty-seven that answered this question mentioned 

school, even though it is assumed to be the main place they go to away from their home. 
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Five places were mentioned ten or more times (out of a total of 111): various malls 

around town (19), entertainment (the movies and arcades) (24), the homes of friends and 

family (14), stores (12), and restaurants (9).  For comparison, these places are grouped 

similarly to the other figures – the results are presented in Table 5.9. 

 

Table 5.9 – Results from the question: 
What are the top 4-5 places you go? 

 
Entertainment 24
Mall 19
School & school-related 16
Visit friends/their home 14
Shopping 12
Eat out 9
Org. sports 6
Other sports 6
Religious activity 5
Personal business 0
 N=111

   

Examining these data it is apparent that young people think of the mall and 

entertainment (movies and arcade/game shops) as the primary places where they go away 

from home.  It is not unexpected that they would frequently mention someplace where 

they participated in activities that they enjoyed.  It is interesting that not all of the young 

teens mentioned school.  The totals do not represent the school year/summer split. 

Although this is not a representative sample, the data from the diaries demonstrate 

two significant points.  First is the ability to gather travel data from teens that more 

closely describes the places they go compared to the NHTS data.  Second, the diaries 

allow the allocation of trips from the “other” category to more specific descriptions.  A 
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more complete specification of trip purposes can contribute significantly to models and 

policies that more accurately reflect what is taking place.  Table 5.10 summarizes the 

differences among the trip purposes along different criteria.  These data suggest that the 

destinations of young teens vary over a wide range of parameters and any policy targeting 

teen travel needs to address this range of parameters. 

Table 5.10 - Trip purpose summary table 

School Year More school and organized sports, 
religious, sleepovers, and sport not 
facility 

Summer More eat out, friends (not mall), 
entertainment, and personal business 

Weekday More school and organized sports 
Weekend (less structure) – shop, eat out, sports not 

at facility, and visit family 

Females More w/ friends (not at mall), religion, 
and sleepovers 

Males More organized sport, eat out, personal 
business, and entertainment 

13-year-olds More organized sports, shop, sleepover, 
and visit family 

15-year-olds More visit friends not at the mall, 
entertainment, and personal business 

 

5.4  Modes from the Diary Data  
 Compared to the national travel survey, the objective in this research is less 

centered on vehicle types than the independent travel of teens.  Table 5.11 presents the 

results from the diaries the teens filled out.  Pre-driving teens depended on their parents 

for 60% of the reported trips.8  Other people’s parents’ are also large contributors to the 

                                                 
8 It should be noted that three (1.4 %) of those trips are one part of a multi-modal trip where the teen was 
driven someplace to be picked up by the school bus. 
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travel of teens – nearly 8% of trips are by someone else’s parent.  Considering the effect 

just within the family, 65% of trips by teens are with their parent or a sibling.  Just over 

one-third of trips are undertaken without the direct supervision of someone in the family. 

 

Table 5.11 – Modes from the Austin study 

 Percent Number
Parent 60.7  % 222
Friend's Parent 7.7 28
Older Sibling 4.4 16
Friend 6.0 22
Carpool 1.6 6
School Bus 5.7 21
Walk w/someone 8.2 30
Walk Alone 1.9 7
Bicycle 1.6 6
Other 2.2 8
Total 100  % N = 366*

Independent Modes 19.6 % 
* In these mode analyses 3 multi-modal 

trips have been split into their 
constituent parts. 

 
Table 5.12 shows the mode choices from the diary data comparing the school year 

and summer.  In the summer, parents provide a much larger proportion of trips than 

during the school year.  Although this is a potential time for teens to explore the city via 

their bike or the bus, or just visit desirable places such as game shops, arcades, or the 

mall, over 90% of trips are with their parents.  Ten of the young teens in the study had 

one parent or guardian who was home all day.  Three had a parent who worked part-time 

– so they were largely available to give rides to their children.  Two other teens had 

parents who were schoolteachers so they were around during the summer.  Overall, more 
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teen trips are by auto than by any other mode.  Interestingly enough there is a smaller 

proportion of walk trips in the summer and a higher proportion of bicycle trips. 

 

 Table 5.12 – Modes reported in the Austin study:  School year compared to 
summer 

 

 
School 

Year Summer
Parent 54.2 76.4
Friend's Parent 10.0 1.9
Older Sibling 4.2 4.7
Friend 5.4 7.6
Carpool 2.3 -
School Bus 8.1 -
Walk w/someone 10.0 3.8
Walk Alone 2.3 0.9
Bicycle 0.8 3.8
Other 2.67 0.9
Total N=260 N=106

Independent modes 23.9 % 9.4 %
 

Considering modes by weekday and weekend, as shown in Table 5.13, there is a 

similar pattern as the school year compared to summer split.  Again, on weekends more 

trips are by auto whether driven by parents or friends (85% on weekends compared to 

78% on weekdays).  Naturally there are no school bus or carpool trips, but there is not an 

appreciable increase in proportion of bike or walk trips. 

 

 

 

 

 108 



   

Table 5.13 – Modes reported in the Austin study by percent:  
Weekday compared to weekend 

 
 Weekday Weekend 
Parent 58.0 65.2
Friend's Parent 8.0 7.8
Older Sibling 4.4 4.3
Friend 5.2 7.8
Carpool 2.4 -
School Bus 8.4 -
Walk w/someone 7.6 9.6
Walk Alone 2.4 0.8
Bicycle 1.6 1.7
Other 2.0 2.6
Total N = 251 N = 115
Independent Modes 22.2 % 14.9 %

 

When the mode data are divided by sex, as shown in Table 5.14 the number of 

auto trips are approximately equal, yet the overall composition is different.  Young girls 

undertake more trips where a friend or a friend’s parent drives, or they walk with 

someone.  On the other hand, young boys undertake more trips where a parent or older 

sibling drives.  They also make a greater proportion of walk alone trips. 

Surprisingly, when comparing modes of thirteen-year-olds and fifteen-year-olds 

(as in Table 5.15), the younger teens walk more and the older teens take more trips by 

auto, especially being driven by a friend’s parent.  It could be that in high school young 

people are more likely to be making friends with people from other parts of the city.  In 

addition, they may be involved in more activities that require their presence farther from 

home. 
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Table 5.14 – Modes reported in the Austin Study (percent): Sex Comparison 

 
 Female Male 
Parent 55.7 63.0 
Friend's Parent 12.1 4.6 
Older Sibling - 7.4 
Friend   10.1 3.2 
Carpool 2.1.4 1.4 
School Bus 2.7 7.8 
Walk - accompanied 11.4 6.9 
Walk - alone 0.7 2.8 
Bicycle 1.3 1.9 
Other 4.0 1.0 
 N = 148 N = 218 
Independent Modes 20.3 % 20.4 % 

 
 

Table 5.15 - Modes reported in the Austin Study (percent): Age comparison 

 

 
13 Year 
Olds 

15 Year 
Olds 

Parent 57.52 59.09
Friend's Parent 5.31 9.09
Older Sibling 4.42 7.27
Friend   5.31 5.45
Carpool 0.88 1.82
School Bus 4.42 6.36
Walk - accompanied 15.04 2.73
Walk - alone 2.65 1.82
Bicycle 0.00 3.64
Other 4.42 2.73
 N=113 N=110
Independent Modes 26.5 % 17.3 %

 
 
 Overall 80% of all trips by the research participants was by auto and therefore less 

than one-fifth by an independent mode with no trips by transit.  This is not a scientifically 

derived random sample; however, the sample was chosen because these young people 
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live in zip codes served by public transit and therefore potentially have the opportunity to 

travel by bus.  The majority of buses in the Austin, Texas system are now equipped with 

bike racks, so even if the bus stop is not within walking distance, a multimodal bike-and-

bus trip is a possibility for many of the teens in this study. 

In summary (as shown in Table 5.16), the results of these diaries demonstrate that 

even in a sunny (if sometimes hot) Southern city, in neighborhoods served by the local 

transit authority, the vast majority of trips by thirteen-, fourteen-, and fifteen-year-olds 

are by privately-owned automobiles. The overall average of independent trips by young 

teens in the Austin study was 19.6%.  As with the NHTS data, there are instructive 

differences (and similarities) when the data are divided along various criteria.  

Surprisingly, the proportion of independent modes during the school year is twice that of 

summer.  The proportion of independent modes during the week are approximately 50% 

more than weekends, but that difference is almost exclusively accounted for by school 

bus.  There was no difference by sex, and as these young teens age, the share of 

independent modes decreases. 

 Table 5.16 – Mode summary table  

School Year More walking trips, school bus, and friend’s 
parent 

Summer More by parent and bicycle 

Weekday More by school bus 
Weekend Walk and bicycle are approx. the same as 

weekday. 

Females  More w/ friends who drive and friend’s 
parent 

Males More by parent or sibling and school bus 

13-year-olds More walking 
15-year-olds More older sibling, school bus, and bicycle 
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5.5  Analyzing Activities Based on Their Flexibility in Time and Space 
 This research, like NHTS and other studies, offers research participants a wide 

variety of trip purposes to choose from when completing travel diaries.  In order to make 

analysis easier, trips are consolidated into a smaller number of categories.  Traditionally 

this is done by the trip purpose.  For example, social and recreation trips are grouped 

together even though school or club sports may have very different characteristics than 

going to the gym to work out.  In creating the teen-oriented travel diary, I incorporated 

what I thought were appropriate distinctions among seemingly similar trip purposes.  

This occurred to me during the pre-interviews when one mother described how busy she 

and her children were being involved in extracurricular activities.  Speaking specifically 

about music as an extracurricular activity, she listed practice, lessons, and performances 

as destinations associated with this extracurricular activity.  As a result, I realized that 

being part of the marching band or team was different than being a spectator and 

therefore I incorporated this distinction in the teen diary. 

When it came time to aggregate the data for analysis, it was not appropriate to put 

these activities back together.  I then considered the qualities that made activities similar 

from the point of view of someone interested in travel, and I decided the two main points 

are where they happen and when. As I then considered my list of activities with this 

perspective it occurred to me that some places are inflexible for young teens (e.g., school 

and home) and others are more flexible (e.g., computer games can be rented from a 

variety of stores).  Similarly some activities are more or less flexible in time (e.g. an 

appointment for a haircut versus shopping at the mall).   
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I then created a two-by-two matrix of firm and rigid time and space.  As I tried to 

fit all my activities into the squares I found the bilateral choice of flexible and rigid to be 

inadequate and ended up with a three-by-three matrix with a flexibility spectrum: 

flexible, firm, and rigid.  See Table 5.17 for definitions and examples of these 

characteristics.  Table 5.18 presents the activities from this dissertation research 

organized by this new classification system. 

Table 5.17 - Rigid, firm, and flexible: Definitions and examples 

 Definition Example 
Rigid Cannot change Singular place (work, school) 
Firm Multiple choices Movies 

Flexible No restrictions Bike ride 
 

Table 5.18 -  Trip purposes from this research grouped by flexibility in time and 
place 

 
 Rigid Place Firm Place Flexible Place 

Rigid Time Work  
School and school-related 
Org. Sports & Band 
Religious activity 
Community meetings 

Entertainment  

Firm Time Medical/Dental 
Personal business 
 
Visit friends at mall 
 

Visit friends not at mall 

Personal business 
 

 

Flexible Time Visit family  
Sleepover  
 

Shopping 
Eat out 
Sport at a facility 
 

Sport not at a facility 
Driving/walking 

around 

 

 
This characterization of the trips may be inexact but it may also be more useful 

for transportation research purposes.  Transportation demand reduction programs 
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typically seek to change travel either in time or space.  An understanding of how flexible 

various activities are along these dimensions may provide policymakers with a better 

understanding in creating effective programs.  Similarly, an understanding of the mix of 

activities in which particular groups engage may better inform the planning of groupings 

of land uses and the connecting transportation system. 

Besides flexibility in time and space, other factors likely to influence participation 

in particular activities are availability, intention, and qualities important to the individual 

traveler such as the cleanliness of a facility or the combination of shops at a mall.  In 

addition, it seems the frequency of trips to an activity should be taken into account when 

prioritizing policies aimed at addressing independent travel to a particular place.  While 

young people go to school five days a week, they see medical professionals less 

frequently, and community meetings are often infrequent and held irregularly.   

Figure 5.3 presents the activities from the diaries within this new rigid/flexible 

framework.  In light of this new approach, nearly 40% of trips by the teens in this study 

were completely inflexible – a time set by someone else to a unique site in town.  The 

next largest group of activities happens at places with multiple locations at flexible times.  

These activities include shopping, eating out, participating in sports-like activities that are 

held in fixed locations.  These would be activities such as bowling, ice skating, etc.   
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Figure 5.3 - Distribution of activities from the diaries classified by flexible-
rigid matrix 

39%

3%
15%

5%

2%
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Rigid  Place, Flex Time
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Firm Place, Flex Time
Flex Place, Flex Time
Misc.

 

That this mixture changes from the school year to the summer is demonstrated in 

Figure 5.4.  Nearly 50% of trips during the school year are characterized by a rigid time 

and a rigid place.  Other large categories are firm place/flexible time and rigid 

place/flexible time.  In general during the school year over 60% of trips by young people 

are to a rigid place.  Not surprisingly, in the summer less than 50% of trips are to rigid 

places. During the summer large percentages of trips are characterized by firm 

place/flexible time and firm place/firm time.  Young people have a choice of places to go 

to undertake their desired activities and some activities are at set times while others are 

more flexible.  There is generally more spontaneity about what they do and when. 
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Figure 5.4 – Comparison of trip purposes by school year and summer - 
classified by flexible-rigid matrix 
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A similar pattern is observed between weekday and weekend trips as shown in 

Figure 5.5.  Weekday trips by young people are characterized by a large percentage 

(approximately one-half) of trips to a rigid place at a rigid time and nearly 60% overall to 

rigid places.  On weekends only one-third of trips are to a rigid place.  Other large 

categories of trips are to firm places at a flexible time and to a flexible place at a flexible 

time.  Like summer trips, weekend trips can be described as more flexible and 

spontaneous than weekday trips.  The comparisons between weekdays and weekends and 

summer and school year can be especially important when designing trip reduction 

programs since some air pollution problems are seasonal – ozone is more prevalent 

during the summer and carbon monoxide is more likely to occur in the winter. 

There is also a difference between trips by young girls compared to young boys as 

demonstrated in Figure 5.6.  Both take approximately one-half of their trips to rigid 
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places.  Young girls take significant amounts of trips that are at a rigid time to a rigid 

place.  In contrast young boys make more trips at a firm time to a rigid place.  This last 

category is interesting.  Overall teenage boys take more trips characterized by a rigid time 

suggesting that they are involved in more activities requiring a commitment than teenage 

girls are.  This is no doubt due to their greater involvement in sports.   

 

Figure 5.5 - Comparison of trip purposes: Weekday compared to weekend 
classified by flexible-rigid matrix 
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Similarly, approximately one-half of trips by thirteen- and fifteen-year-olds are to 

rigid places, as shown in Figure 5.7.  Approximately one-third of trips by thirteen-year-

olds are to a firm place at a flexible time. In contrast, fifteen-year-olds take more trips to 

firm places at a firm time and to a firm place at a rigid time.  This last category of trips 

suggests that older non-driving teens are committed to more activities than younger non-

driving teens.  This is not unexpected since older teens are further along in establishing 
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their identity as well as preparing for the time when they will be driving themselves and 

therefore have more control over their schedule.   

 

Figure 5.6 - Comparison of trip purposes by sex classified by flexible-rigid 
matrix 
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Figure 5.7 - Comparison of trip purposes by age  
classified by flexible-rigid matrix 
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Another interesting way to look at these results is presented in Table 5.19.  In this 

table, each of the criterion from the comparisons is assigned to a cell in the rigid/firm 

matrix.  The listing of just the name of the criterion indicates that is where the majority of 

trip purposes in that category are located.  In some cases the criterion name is listed with 

a “plus” sign next to it to indicate that criterion has a higher proportion of trips in that 

area than its bilateral partner. 

 

Table 5.19 – Summary table of criterion for comparing trip purposes in 
flexible-rigid matrix 

 
 Rigid Place Firm Place Flexible Place 
Rigid Time School Year 

Weekday 
13 + 

Summer + 
15 + 

 

Firm Time Summer + 
Male + 
15 + 

Summer + 
Female + 
15 + 

 

Flexible Time Female + Summer 
Weekend 
Male + 
13+ 

Weekend + 

 

As can be seen in Table 5.20, a high proportion of trips in school years and 

weekdays are to rigid place/rigid time trip purposes.  Similarly, a high proportion of trips 

in summer and on weekends are to firm place/flexible time purposes.  It is not surprising 

that weekends in flexible place and time are at the opposite end of the matrix from school 

year and weekday purposes.  The structure of weekday and weekend trips are different.  

Yet, the matrix shows that relationships that seem intuitive (school year and weekday 

trips have similar characteristics while summer and weekend trips have similar 
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characteristics) do in fact show similarities as far as trip purposes are concerned.  This 

information combined with a knowledge of frequency (and desirable destinations for 

teens) can help inform policies aimed at travel behavior. 

 

Table 5.20 – Summary table of Austin study trip purposes classified by 
flexible-rigid matrix 

 
School Year Over 60% to rigid place – Largest bloc 

to rigid place and time 
Summer Less than 50 % to rigid place – Largest 

bloc to firm place and flexible time 

Weekday Nearly 60% to rigid place – Largest bloc 
to rigid place and time 

Weekend Less than 40% to rigid place – Largest 
bloc to firm place and flexible time, 
also large amount to flex place/flex 
time 

Females  Nearly 50% to rigid place – more rigid 
place/flex time and firm place and 
time than males 

Males Slightly over 50% to rigid place – more 
rigid place/firm time and firm 
place/flex time than females 

13-year-olds Less than 50% rigid place – more firm 
place/flex time and rigid place/rigid 
time 

15-year-olds Less than 50% rigid place – more firm 
place/firm time and rigid place/firm 
time 

 

 
 
5.6  Analysis of Mode by Activity: A General Examination of the Independently-
Traveled Trips in the Austin Study 

Ideally, in thinking about where teens go when, how they get there, and how to 

facilitate independent travel in order to reduce automobile trips by another person, it is 
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best to know what types of activities are most often reached by which mode.  In this 

dissertation research the emphasis is on independently-traveled trips.  The young teens 

who participated in this dissertation research took the majority of their independently-

traveled trips home, followed by an organized sport as shown in Table 5.21.  Meeting 

friends at someplace other than the mall, and sports that do not require a facility are also 

accessed by at least 10% of the independently-traveled trips by the young teens who 

participated in the Austin study. 

 

Table 5.21 – Austin study trip purposes by mode  
(percent – columns equal 100%) 

 
 Auto Indep. Other 
Home 30.3 31.1 37.5 
Organized sport 6.1 21.3 12.5 
Friends not mall 5.1 14.8 -- 
School 13.9 11.5 12.5 
Sport – not at a facility 2.7 11.5 -- 
Shop 9.2 3.3 12.5 
Visit family 1.7 1.6 -- 
Eat out 9.5 1.6 12.5 
Entertainment 3.7 1.6 -- 
Other 17.6 1.6 12.5 

Note: several categories have been consolidated 
under “other” in order to highlight the main 
categories 

 

It is also instructive to evaluate the data as shown in Table 5.22.  Approximately 

one-half of trips for sports that do not require a facility are by an independent mode.  In 

certain respects this is to be expected.  Sports that do not require a specific facility – 

skateboarding, rollerblading, etc. – seem to naturally fit with independent travel since 
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they can easily originate at the home.  Over one-third of trips to participate in organized 

sports were reached by an independent mode by the participants in the Austin study. 

Non-mall activities with friends were by an independent mode over one-third of the time.  

 

Table 5.22 – Austin study modes by trip purpose (rows add to 100%) 

 Auto Independent Other 
Sport – not at a facility 53.3 46.7 -- 
Organized Sport 56.3 40.6 3.1 
Friends not mall 62.5 37.5 -- 
Home 80.2 17.1 2.7 
Visit family 83.3 16.7 -- 
School 83.7 14.3 2.0 
Shop 90.0 6.7 3.3 
Eat out 93.3 3.3 3.3 
Entertainment 91.7 8.3 -- 
Religious 94.1 -- 5.9 
    

Note: the following trip purposes were 100% 
auto: sleepover, sports at facility, friends at 
mall, personal business, and work 

 

There are no independently-traveled trips to religious activities or the mall.  Trips 

to religious activities are likely to be family trips so that result is not surprising.  

Although malls are popular places for teens they tend to be in highly commercial areas 

with poor walking or biking access across the large parking lots that surround them so 

again, this is not a surprising result. 
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5.7  A Detailed Examination of the Independently-Traveled Trips from the Austin 
Study 
 In summary, 67 independently-traveled trips were made by 20 of the young teens 

on 44 travel days.  This is out of a total of 363 trips by 30 young teens on 88 travel days.  

Table 5.23 presents a summary of the characteristics of the independently-traveled trips 

from the Austin study.  Two-thirds of the young teens in the study took at least one trip 

by an independent mode on one of the days they reported travel.  Twenty-six of the sixty-

seven independently traveled trips were the only independently traveled trip of the day.  

Therefore, 41 of the 67 independently-traveled trips were on 18 travel days. 

 Walking is the predominant independent mode with 42 trips.  The six bicycle trips 

were taken by two of the young teens.  For one of these young teens biking was their only 

independent mode.  The 19 school bus trips were taken by ten of the young teens.  For 

four of these young teens it was their only independent mode on their travel days.  A 

summary is presented in Table 5.23. 
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Table 5.23 - Summary of independently-traveled trips in the Austin, Texas 
study area 

 

67 trips by 20 young teens on 44 travel days 
 

24 trips comprising 12 round trips 
7 trips comprising 2 chains 

 

26 trips – only independently-traveled trip of the day 
 

School year 58/257 
Summer 9/106 

 

Weekdays 50/251 
Weekends 17/115 

 
School Bus 19 

Bicycle 6 
Walk-Accompanied 35 

Walk-Alone 7 
Total 67 

 
5.7.1  Destinations of Independently-Traveled Trips of Young Teens in the Austin Study 
 Table 5.24 presents a summary of destinations for the independently-traveled trips 

in the Austin study.  Twenty of the trips were to the young teens’ homes.  This is the 

same proportion (30%) as for all the trips.  The next largest categories are nine trips to 

school and nine trips to visit friends at some place other than the mall.  One of the trips to 

school does not originate at home.  Instead, it represents a young teen walking to school 

after walking to a nearby restaurant for a snack after school and before sports practice.  

Several of the young people discussed restaurants near their schools that they patronized 

for breakfast, lunch, or snacks. 
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Table 5.24 Destination of independently-traveled trips in the Austin study 

 
Destination Number  

     of Trips 
Home 20 
Org. Sports/Music 13 
School 9 
Hang out with friend not at the mall 9 
Walking around 6 
Shop 2 
Eat Out 2 
Entertainment 1 
Visit family 1 
Rollerblading 1 
Other 3 

Total 67 
 

 Thirteen other trips are related to organized sports and music events.  Nine of 

these involve a school-related sport or music and the other four are related to club sports.  

Six trips involve participating in a school-related sport or band event and three are to a 

school-related sport or band practice.  The data collection period covered the end of the 

school year when University Interscholastic League (UIL) competitions in sports and 

music are held. 

 Another relatively large portion of independently-traveled trips was to just walk 

around.  These six trips represent travel with no particular destination in mind.  Three of 

these trips are from a slumber party where a young teen and her guests just walked 

around the neighborhood to see what was happening.  In another case the young teen said 

he got together regularly with friends in the neighborhood to just talk and walk.  “…we 

usually, about three or four times a week, around, like, 8:30 or something at night, we go 

for a walk around the block, around the neighborhood.”  In general this seemed to 
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provide an opportunity for young teens to be with friends in semi-privacy but still near 

home. 

 Similar to walking with no destination, one young person went rollerblading.  

Other independently-traveled trips were for non-school organized sports (4), shopping 

(2), eating out (2), entertainment (1), and other (3).  Three-quarters of the non-school 

sports trips were during the school year.  Several young teens mentioned in the interviews 

that during the summer they participated in club sports. 

 

Table 5.25 – Independently-traveled trips (number) from the Austin study 
 

 Rigid Place Firm Place Flexible Place 
Rigid Time 22 1  
Firm Time 9   
Flexible Time 1 4 6 

 

 Table 5.25 presents the number of independently-traveled trips (less home and 

other) from the Austin study in the rigid/flexible framework.  The majority of trips are to 

rigid places and the majority of those at rigid times.   

 

5.7.2  Characteristics of the Young Teens in the Austin Study Who Had Traveled 
Independently 

 Twenty of the 31 young teens in the Austin study traveled independently on one 

of the travel days.  For four of these young teens the school bus was their only 

independently-traveled trip.  Therefore, 16 young teens used walking or biking as a mode 

(there were no transit trips on the travel days).  The characteristics of the young teens that 

traveled independently and those that didn’t are similar along several lines.   
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 The young teens that took an independently-traveled trip had the same ratio of 

stay-at-home parents as the total sample.  They also had a friend in their neighborhood at 

the same rate as the total sample.  Half of the young women and half of the young men 

traveled independently.  There is a slight difference by age: two-thirds of fourteen-year-

olds traveled independently and a smaller percentage of thirteen- and fifteen-year-olds 

traveled independently.  Two-thirds of the young teens who were either the eldest or 

youngest in their families traveled independently, while all of those that were only 

children did.  All the young teens were asked about travel restrictions – whether they 

could travel unlimitedly or could not go past certain streets.  Unexpectedly, some of the 

young teens said they did not have specific travel boundaries but assumed they could not 

travel beyond certain streets.  Half of those with no restrictions on their travel (7/14) and 

60% of those with assumed boundaries traveled independently.  And 80% of those with 

specific boundaries traveled independently.   

 

5.7.3  Farthest Young Teens Had Traveled Independently 
Since the out-of-home activity diary captured only a snapshot of the young teens’ 

travel, they were asked about their travel in general and specifically about the farthest 

they had traveled on their own.  One-third of the young people named some place within 

five to eight blocks of their house, with two saying they hadn’t been farther than across 

the street or just a few houses down.  One young teen that lived on a loop street hadn’t 

traveled beyond the street on his own.  His street lets out on a road with no sidewalks and 

vegetation growing nearly to the travel lane in some places.  Walking on that street is not 

safe for an adult or a child.  For some, the farthest they had traveled was to the edge of 
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the specific boundaries of where they were allowed to travel.  Others were limited by the 

environment.  A young teen living in an especially hilly area, described his neighborhood 

as being, “pretty confined.” 

Other young people named destinations quite far from their home.  All of these 

young teens had no travel boundaries imposed by their parents.  The thirteen young 

people with no travel boundaries comprised boys and girls from 13, to 15 years old. 

 When asked how long it had been since the young person had traveled her or his 

farthest, in a handful of cases the young teen replied it had been several years since they 

had traveled so far.  In these cases the more recent and common independent travel had 

been within their neighborhood. 

 

5.8  Conclusion 

The survey tool developed in this research allows for a more detailed look at the 

travel of young people – their activities as well as their modes.  Since the very nature of 

young people’s activities is so different from adults, it is critical to understand their travel 

in their own terms in order to accurately assess its influence on adults’ travel.  And, 

unlike adults, young people have a schedule that varies between the school year and 

summer as well as by age as they mature and reach driving age.  Like adults, they 

undertake different activities on weekends than weekdays.   

The results from the local implementation of this teen-oriented diary present 

different proportions of trip purposes and more variation by sex and age than the 2001 

national travel survey data.  The nature of the national survey does not allow a confident 
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comparison between school year and summer.  Differences between the local data and the 

national survey may be due to the aggregation of the national data from all regions, all 

types of built environment, and all times of year.  It may also be due to the extensive 

proxy reporting and subsequent underreporting of some trips.  Lastly, it may be due to a 

non-statistical sample in this qualitative dissertation research.   

This research found that during the school year the young teens had more trips to 

regular places such as school and organized sports and to irregularly scheduled activities 

such as sleepovers and sports that do not require a facility.  This suggests that during the 

school year, young teens primarily go to three main places: school, sports fields, and 

friends’ houses.  And they engage in unstructured sport activities (they play). 

Summer saw an increase in entertainment and social activities.  The difference 

between weekdays and weekends was similar with young teens participating in more 

structured activities on weekdays and more social activities on weekends.  It is not 

surprising that social activities increase in summer and on weekends.  This provides 

opportunities for young people to travel, as well as engage in social activities, together. 

The main trip purposes of young women and men were essentially different 

accounting for the disparity in proportion of trips to these destinations. Young women 

went to more activities that specifically involved friends such as going out with them and 

going to their houses for sleepovers.  On the other hand, males participate in a higher 

percentage of organized sport activities as well as eating out, and entertainment activities. 

The difference in the youngest and eldest age groups indicate that as young 

people age, they have fewer trips to organized sports and more to activities that involve 
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their friends.  Taken together these results suggest that during this period of adolescence 

there is quite a bit of change going on as far as the mix of places where young teens go.  

There is fairly predictable change between weekdays and weekends, and summer and the 

school year.  However, the differences in proportions of trip purposes between ages and 

sexes reflects the nature of developing young adults forming their identity.  Perhaps 

because of the qualities inherent to these young teens due to their age and sex, the menu 

of desirable trip purposes varies. 

Both the national and the local data showed differences in modes between 

weekdays and weekends, age, and sex.  Although the nature of the differences were the 

same (e.g., more auto travel on weekends than weekdays, more by 15-year-olds 

compared to 13-year-olds, etc.) the magnitudes were not comparable.  Interestingly, in 

this dissertation research, walk and bike modes had approximately the same mode share 

on weekdays and weekends.  Since the share of trips by school bus accounts for the 

difference in share of independent modes between weekdays and weekends, the young 

teens in this study are using the physically active independent modes of walking and 

biking equally on weekdays and weekends.   

By describing teen travel in more detail, with respect to the nature of trip 

destinations, as well as how fixed they are in time and place, a more complete picture of 

the travel patterns of teens can emerge.  Some aspects are expected, for example the 

differences between school year and summer travel, and weekday and weekend travel.  

Other aspects are troubling from a public health point of view, such as how few trips are 

by walking and biking.  However, all these data provide more useful information and 
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suggest that this travel diary should be implemented in a truly representative way to 

better understand teen travel needs and how that influences travel by other family 

members.   

In general 50-60% of destinations of the young teens in this study were to rigid 

places.  Although the proportions change from school year to summer and weekday to 

weekend, this dissertation research suggests that young teens frequent a rather limited 

number of places: school, sports facilities (for both structured and unstructured sports), 

friends’ houses, and various places where they can socialize with friends such as shops 

and restaurants.  Knowing that these are the types of places where teens go offers 

opportunities to plan land uses to accommodate this cohort. 

Due to the strong psychological predisposition to socialize, young teens have 

opportunities to travel together to these shared destinations, whether by carpool or via 

independent modes.  The majority of trips by the young teens in this study were by 

automobile.  Weekdays and the school year are filled with activities that take place at a 

specific place and a specific time.  When these places are too far apart the automobile 

may be the only viable mode.  However, summer and weekend destinations are generally 

more flexible suggesting that non-automobile modes may be easier to incorporate into a 

routine at these times. 

In general there were no socio-demographic differences between the young 

people that traveled independently and those that did not.  The only difference of note 

was that 80% of the young teens who reported having specific boundaries took at least 

one independently-traveled trip.  Perhaps knowing exactly where they can travel on their 
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own is a factor in a young teen’s propensity to travel independently.  Specific boundaries 

nullifies the need for a teen to negotiate with their parent. 

Armed with this more complete understanding of the travel behavior of non-

driving teens, I am better equipped to answer the third research question, What helps and 

what hinders the independent travel of non-driving teens? 
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CHAPTER 6 – TEEN ATTITUDES TOWARDS INDEPENDENT TRAVEL AND 
TRAVEL CHOICES 

 
6.1  Introduction 
 The activity diary data provide insight into where young teens are going and how 

they are reaching these destinations.  These data also highlight the destinations young 

teens use to reach destinations via independent modes.  However, the ultimate goal of this 

dissertation research is understanding what factors contribute to facilitating or inhibiting 

young teens in reaching these destinations via an independent mode.  In order to 

investigate that research question the young teens who filled out the activity diaries were 

also interviewed about those specific trips and travel in general. 

 Drawing on the ecological framework introduced in Chapter 2, there are, in this 

case, four main areas where I might expect to find factors that influence behavior: 

intrapersonal, family, peer and school, and the environment (physical and natural).  This 

chapter examines factors from each of these areas in turn. 

  

6.2  Intrapersonal Issues Related to Independent Travel 
 As described in the behavioral theories outlined in chapter 2, attitudes influence 

behavior.  Therefore, the next three sections describe young teens’ attitudes toward the 

three independent transportation modes of walking, biking, and riding the bus.  This is 

followed by a section on the young teens’ feelings regarding their ability to travel 

independently. 

 One challenge of describing behavior is the multifaceted nature of influence.  

Some of the young teens described their feelings towards particular modes as being 

specifically related to other factors under investigation here, such as the built 
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environment or their parents.  Therefore, attitudes towards mode is a theme that will be 

picked up again in sections describing influences related to other levels of the ecological 

approach.  

 

6.2.1  Attitudes Toward Walking As a Transportation Mode 
The most striking thing many of the research participants indicated regarding 

walking is they don’t even consider it as a mode or as a way to independently reach a 

desired destination. As one young man said, “I can walk to a lot of places.  I just never 

do.”   For some of the young people walking is what you do around the neighborhood or 

around the track.   One young woman said, “We might go, like, to Bedichek [Middle 

School] or Crockett [High School] and walk the tracks.”  In response to places to walk in 

the neighborhood, another young woman said, “If I go for a walk I’ll just come around 

the neighborhood, and come back here…" 

Part of the reason for lack of walking as a transportation mode may be a lack of 

geographical knowledge of desired destinations, such as friends’ houses.  One young man 

said, “I could, like, walk if I wanted to, like, if I really knew their addresses by heart.”  

Either he hasn’t explored his neighborhood very thoroughly or he’s been driven 

everywhere so he hasn’t a sense of where destinations are geographically.  One reason to 

believe the latter in this case is his description of where his grandmother’s house is.  He 

said his family often visited his grandmother and described the location of her house as 

being near one elementary school when there is another one quite a bit closer.  The closer 

elementary school is on the direct route between his house and his grandmother’s and had 

often been in the news because of its association with the First Lady. However, the 
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elementary school he described as being nearer is in a neighborhood that he considers 

desirable because it is near a popular shopping district that he likes.  Emotional weight 

perhaps gave a preference over actual distance when he thought of the elementary school 

“near” his grandmother’s house.  “Whenever I think of a school near there, I think of T---

-- [Elementary School].”  In another instance this same young man specifically cited lack 

of knowledge as a reason why he hadn’t walked somewhere.  He said, “We could have 

walked to Crockett, but at the time, I didn’t know they had tennis courts.” 

 One attitude about walking is that it is slow.  One young woman said, “I’d rather 

just get there faster in an air-conditioned car, than having to walk in the heat somewhere.  

It’s a lot easier.”  Although she specifically mentioned the heat, earlier in the 

conversation she said that if she couldn’t find a ride somewhere she preferred to stay 

home and do nothing.  This is despite the fact she lives within three-quarters of a mile of 

a mid-sized shopping area, within two miles of a popular restaurant district and within a 

few blocks of a bus route. 

Another possible reason young people don’t think of walking as a transportation 

mode is because they have little experience of it as such.  One young woman said she had 

never really been out walking by herself.  She was allowed to walk by herself to a 

friend’s house a few blocks away, but that was the only place.  She is the youngest of 

four children and the only girl.  A more influential factor may be that she lives in a part of 

town where gangs and violence are a concern.  She said, “some people say there’s, like, 

you know, bad people around here but, like, right here, I feel safe but, like, going over 

that way [pointing down her street] I really don’t.”  She said she felt safe in her 
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neighborhood, but also described a fairly small area as being her neighborhood.    

Perhaps where one feels safe defines the size of the neighborhood. 

 One teen was an exception to the others describing walking strictly as a mode, not 

something she did to learn about her environment, for exercise, or to escape what was 

happening at home, “when I walk places I’m usually walking places to go do something.”  

In this case walking is used in a strictly utilitarian sense and the young teen specifically 

said she did not use this opportunity to explore her neighborhood or as a way to get out of 

her house, just for the sake of getting out.  This sample is too small to ascertain what 

made this one young teen feel so differently than the other young teens involved in the 

research. 

Although many of the young teens expressed a preference for traveling with 

someone (which is discussed further in a later section), two of the young people 

interviewed expressed a preference for being alone.  These were a young man whom his 

mother described as having attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and another 

young man whose mother said he had Asperger’s Syndrome (sometimes described as a 

mild form of autism).  In both these cases conditions beyond normal adolescent 

development produced situations where social contact was not sought after.  The mother 

of the young man diagnosed as ADHD specifically commented on the difference in the 

desire for social contact between the son I interviewed and her other children:   

“[my son] is also a person who, much more than my other two kids, they’re, my 
other two children are very social.  They want to be around people all the 
time….And [my son] is perfectly happy to be by himself for hours at a time.  And 
he can make, or entertain himself out of almost nothing.”  
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The mother of the other young man said, “Tell her that when your parents are home 

before you get home you get mad because you don’t get your home-alone time.”  This 

highlights the young man’s desire to be alone. 

Only young women mentioned not wanting to walk alone because of fear of other 

people.   As one young woman said, “…sometimes I’m afraid to really go out, ‘cause of 

all the kidnapping and missing people.  It’s kind of scary, but you want to go out there.”  

In this case extensive media coverage of kidnappings lead three young women to 

attribute a high level of anxiety about such things as walking along busy roads and 

waiting at bus stops, especially while traveling alone. “I know there’s more power in 

numbers,” said another young woman.  Other young teens discussed the social aspect of 

traveling with others.  This is covered more fully in a later section.   

 

Table 6.1 - Summary of attitudes towards walking as a mode  
and representative comments 

 
Not considered as a mode “I can walk to a lot of places.  I just never do.” 

Unaware of nearby 
destinations  

“I could, like, walk if I wanted to, like, if I really knew 
their addresses by heart.” 

Walking is slow “I’d rather just get there faster in an air-conditioned car, 
than having to walk in the heat somewhere.  It’s a lot 
easier.” 

Seen only as a mode “when I walk places I’m usually walking places to go do 
something.” 

Fear of kidnapping “…sometimes I’m afraid to really go out, ‘cause of all the 
kidnapping and missing people.  It’s kind of scary, 
but you want to go out there.” 

 

 

 137 



   

6.2.2  Attitudes Toward Bicycling As a Transportation Mode 
 Twenty-three of the 31 teens own or have access to an operable bicycle.  Of these 

23 teens, some use a sibling’s bicycle and three of the young people own bicycles in need 

of some kind of minor repair – air in the tires or a seat adjustment.  As one young woman 

answered when asked about riding her bike, “[the seat] is too high and my dad still hasn’t 

lowered it and I got it like a year ago.”  For two of the young teens their bicycles are 

temporarily inaccessible (large items in the garage would need to be moved to gain 

access).  This indicates the young teens and their parents don’t consider the bicycle 

essential enough to keep it ready and accessible. One young teen responded that he did 

ride his bicycle before it was buried under carpeting, the result of a current remodeling 

project.  One young teen is on a bicycle team so only rides her bicycle for training and in 

races. Two of the young teens kept their bicycles at homes that were not their primary 

residence.   One young teen had this to say regarding bicycle riding:  

 Q: Do you have a bike? 
A: Yeah.  I don’t ride it much though.  It’s, well, I don’t ride it, like, at all...we 

have a lake house, and I just ride it up there, but not very much, I’m not really 
into biking. 

 
In these cases bicycle riding is seen strictly as a recreational activity.  Similarly, two of 

the teens specifically mentioned not having bike locks.  One young woman mentioned 

that she either rode her bicycle on the greenbelt or to friends’ houses, therefore she didn’t 

need a lock, “Because I usually don’t leave it anywhere and if I do it’s in the garage.”  

This indicates they didn’t view their bicycles as a vehicle to take them someplace where 

they would then participate in non-bicycle related activities.   
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Table 6.2 – Bicycle ownership by young teens in the Austin study 

Yes - 23 No - 8 
     3 – need repair      2 – broken and won’t repair 
     2 – temporarily inaccessible      1 – stolen and not replaced 
     2 – at other house      1 – don’t know how to ride 
     1 – used for racing      1 – had when younger 

           not now  
 

Table 6.2. details bicycle ownership among the young teens in this study.  Of the 

eight who do not own operable bicycles or bicycles at all, two own bicycles that are 

broken and they have no intention of fixing them. One young woman said, “I used to 

[have a bicycle], but it doesn’t work anymore and I don’t feel like fixing it.”  One young 

man had a bicycle that he leant to a friend where it was stolen and never replaced.  One 

young man did not know how to ride a bicycle and one had a bicycle when she was 

younger but didn’t ride it very much.  So, among these young teens there is largely a 

feeling of ambivalence towards bicycling as a way to reach desirable destinations. 

For one young teen, riding a bicycle to school was not considered cool.  This 

section will be discussed more fully in the section on peer relationships.  Since this is a 

small sample it is difficult to ascertain how pervasive this attitude is.  This was the most 

overtly negative expression regarding bicycling. 

 Although most young teens expressed little interest in bicycles, a few did.  One of 

the young men was an avid bicycle rider and skateboarder. “Anything with wheels pretty 

much,” was how he described his independent transportation.  He rides his bicycle for 

sport on the greenbelt as well as to downtown destinations.  Two young teens mentioned 

using their bicycle as a way to escape their homes.  One young man said, “I’m out of the 
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house most all the time.”  He highlighted the freedom aspect of biking as a transportation 

mode when he said, “I like being in control of how I’m going, where I can change 

directions if I want.  So, I would like driving or biking.”   Another young man said, “I 

ride my bike sometimes just to get out of the house.”  So, positive feelings about bicycle 

riding range from the enthusiastic to viewing it primarily as a tool towards other means as 

summarized in Table 6.3. 

Table 6.3 - Summary of attitudes towards bicycling as a mode 
and representative comments 

 
Ambivalence – bike is 

inaccessible 
“I think it’s in the garage and it’s hard to get at.  We got a 

bunch of carpet on top of it.” 
Recreation only “…we have a lake house, and I just ride it up there…” 

Bike is inoperable “[the seat] is too high and my dad still hasn’t lowered it 
and I got it like a year ago.” 

Bicycling is fun “Anything with wheels pretty much,” 
Bicycling is freedom “I like being in control of how I’m going, where I can 

change directions if I want.” 
 

6.2.3.  Attitudes Toward the Bus 
 None of the teens interviewed for this study ride the city bus on a regular basis 

except the four who ride it to school.  In Austin there is an arrangement between the 

school district and the transit authority where certain routes to certain schools are 

designated “apple” routes and served by the transit authority.  Seven of the young teens 

said they had ridden the bus occasionally.  Three of these young teens had only been on 

the bus with other people.  For the purposes of presentation below, participants who ride 

the bus to school or ride the bus occasionally are described as bus riders.  Four others had 

been on the bus only once or had ridden many years ago.  Sixteen had never been on a 
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city bus.  Overall, six of the young girls in this study are bus riders and six are not.  In 

contrast, only five of the boys are bus riders and fourteen are not.  Looking at this by age, 

one-fifth of fourteen-year-olds were bus riders, while one-half of fifteen-year-olds and 

two-fifths of thirteen-year-olds were bus riders.  Table 6.4 summarizes bus ridership by 

young teens in the Austin Study.  

 

Table 6.4 – Bus ridership by young teens in the Austin study 

Yes - 11 No – 20 
     4 – Only to school  
     3 – Not alone 

     16 – Never 
      4 – Once a long time ago 

 

 Whether the teens had experience or not riding the bus did not seem to affect their 

feelings about the bus.  One young woman who had ridden the bus said, “there were 

weird people on that bus.”  While another young woman, who had never ridden the bus 

and said she never intended to, said of bus riders, “…they look really scary, some of the 

people that get on them.”  Her brother, who also had never ridden the bus, said, “…there 

might be some creepy guy on the bus, or someone with a gun or something, I don’t 

know.”  The following exchange exemplifies most conversations about the bus. 

 Q: Have you ever taken the city bus? 
 A: No. 
 Q: Have you ever thought about taking the city bus? 
 A: No. 
 
 However, not all feelings about the bus were negative.  Two young men, in 

particular, expressed a strong desire to ride the bus one day.  One young man lives on a 

loop street off of a street with no sidewalk and thick vegetation nearly to the travel lane.  
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He is essentially isolated and expressed a desire to go to other places in the city – 

particularly a game shop.  When asked about how he felt about not being allowed to ride 

the bus he said, “Mad, not mad, but my parents are thinking about it at least.”  This 

fifteen-year-old was interviewed at the beginning of the summer.  When I contacted him 

at the end of the summer he said that he had not been allowed to purchase a summer bus 

pass.  The other young man said of the bus system, “It’s pretty safe and easy to ride.”  He 

had no personal knowledge of riding the bus; however his cousin (who coincidentally 

was also a participant in this research) had recently been part of an advertising campaign 

the transit authority was launching regarding a summer bus pass for young people.  

Neither the young man, nor his cousin, had ever ridden the bus.  His cousin attributed this 

to her overly protective father. 

 Overall, however, the young people in this study had little knowledge of the bus 

system.  “I don’t know, like, any of the routes or anything,” said one.  Several who were 

asked to name the nearest bus stop to their house could not do so.  This lack of 

knowledge did not mean that at some point they had not been curious about the bus.  One 

young man described his only experience riding the bus – when he was approximately 

eight years old.   

 …my dad was home and so, we needed to go to HEB [grocery store], so I was, 
like, “Dad, Dad, please can I ride the bus, please, please.” Right around the corner 
was the bus stop from my house. So, I, we, I wanted to go to HEB, so I got on the 
bus, and my dad followed in the car right behind us, so he…I got off the bus stop, 
crossed the street, a small street, and he was in the parking lot.  And that’s all I’ve 
ever done. 

 
When asked if he ever thought of riding the bus again, the young man replied, “Not 

really…[it was a] one time thing.” 
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Although transit is an independent mode, not all of the young teens perceived its 

freedom.  As noted in the bicycle section, one young man said, “I like being in control of 

how I’m going, where I can change directions if I want.”  He rode his bicycle extensively 

in his neighborhood and expressed a strong desire to not be around his parents, but felt 

the bus was limiting.  On the other hand, another young man did see the bus as freedom.  

Living in a predominantly low-income neighborhood with his grandmother and uncle this 

young man had few travel restrictions and said, “I pretty much know what bus to take if I 

go anywhere.”  Table 6.5 summarizes the attitudes towards the bus of the young teens in 

the Austin study. 

Table 6.5 - Summary of attitudes towards the bus  
and representative comments 

 
Undesirable people ride the 

bus 
“…there might be some creepy guy on the bus, or someone 

with a gun or something, I don’t know.” 
Frustration at inability to 

access 
“Mad, not mad, but my parents are thinking about it at 

least.” 
Not negative “It’s pretty safe and easy to ride.” 

Curiosity when young “Dad, Dad, please can I ride the bus, please, please.” 
Restrictive “I like being in control of how I’m going, where I can 

change directions if I want.” 
Freedom  “I pretty much know what bus to take if I go anywhere.” 

 

6.2.4  Feelings about Ability to Travel Independently 
 When asked about how they felt about their ability to travel on their own, the 

feelings of young people ranged from frustration to a grudging understanding of why 

they couldn’t, to resignation.  In one case the first word that came up for a young man 

was, “mad.”  He felt that wasn’t quite right and we settled on, “frustrated” as being a 

more accurate description of his feelings.  Another young man tried to reconcile his 
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feelings of independence when he did travel to the few places he could with his parents’ 

restriction on his travel.  When asked if he liked traveling on his own he said: 

A little bit yeah…somewhat.  Not so much.  I’m only fifteen, I don’t need to be 
too independent.  Well, they do feed me so I can’t get too independent. 

 
The overall impression from this part of the conversation was frustration.  Similarly, a 

young woman of thirteen who replied, when asked about how she felt about her travel 

restrictions, “I don’t like it, but I understand where [Mom’s] coming from.” 

 Conversely, discussion about how much time these teens spent indoors elicited 

phrases such as, “cooped up” and, “kept in.”  This is how my conversation with the 

young man who described being “cooped up” unfolded. 

Q:  Can you go pretty much anywhere you want? Have your parents ever said 
that you can’t go, that you can’t go someplace? 

A:  To, like, a friend’s house or, like, a store…?  
Q:  Anything. 
A:  Not much. ‘Cause if they ever hear I’m going outside it’s like: “Oh, go 

ahead.” ‘Cause I just stay cooped up in here most of the time. 
Q:  And…how do you feel about that?  
A:  Oh, I’m never, like, bored out of my mind ‘cause I’ve always got stuff to 

do.  
Q:  Well you just…since you just described it as “cooped up,” I thought 

maybe you didn’t care for that.  
A:  Oh. Um, I guess it’s like the room back here, and then there’s just, like, 

the computer station and I always sit right there like a big blob [inaudible].  
 

 Eight of the interviews covered summer weekdays.  Many of the young teens said 

they arose later on summer mornings.  Two had parents that worked full time outside the 

home and they stayed inside all day until their parents returned.  A corollary to feelings 

about independent travel are self-imposed restrictions on travel.  When asked how far 
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they could go on their own, five young people mentioned that there were no particular 

restrictions, they just assumed they couldn’t cross certain streets, travel at night, etc. 

Q: How far can you go by yourself on this map? Like can you go to your 
friend’s house by yourself? 

A:  Probably not ‘cause this is like a pretty busy street. Actually all of this is 
pretty busy. 

 
 
 

6.2.5  Summary of Intrapersonal 
 In general the young teens in this study do not consider walking and biking as 

modes of transportation.  Walking is considered slow, or strictly for exercise either in the 

neighborhood or around the track at a nearby school.   Some of these young teens simply 

have no experience of walking as a transportation mode.   

 Attitudes of the young teens in this study towards the bicycle as a transportation 

mode are largely ambivalent.  Bicycles are not universally owned by young teens.  Those 

that own them don’t necessarily keep them accessible or in working order.  And, several 

do not own bicycle locks.  In only a handful of cases was a bicycle considered a 

facilitator of freedom.  In addition, one young woman specifically considered the bicycle 

as something associated with younger, less cool people. 

 Regardless of experience with the bus, attitudes were mixed.  Some had positive 

feelings, or, at least, not negative feelings, about the bus based on actual experience.  

Those who had never ridden the bus were divided among those with positive feelings or a 

feeling of anticipation towards future riding, and those with negative feelings and no 

mention of ever riding the bus. 
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6.3   Family Issues Related to Independent Travel 
 Following the ecological approach, the next layer is related to issues between the 

young teen and her or his family.  Issues related to travel in this area fall into two main 

areas: family responsibilities and family-related travel restrictions.  Two of the young 

people I talked to were grounded (during the time of the interview – not when they filled 

out their diaries).  In these cases, being grounded meant no travel beyond school and no 

Internet access.  According to the American Heritage Dictionary (1983), lack of physical 

movement is a common definition of someone being grounded. 

 Two other young people had rather different family responsibilities that 

influenced their travel.  One young boy had to stay home during the summer days to care 

for his younger brother whom he described as, “partway retarded.”  He stayed home with 

his younger brother until his parents returned from work and then he was free to go to the 

movies or partake in an activity away from home.  Similarly, another young girl had a 

sister, older in this case, that she described as, “goofy.”  Here the older sister was not 

allowed to travel by herself so the younger sister had to accompany her.  Conversely, this 

young girl was allowed to travel farther when her sister accompanied her. 

 Age did not appear to be a factor in the travel restrictions imposed by parents.  

Fifteen of the young people said that there were no restrictions on their travel during the 

day.  Universally, they could not travel by walking, biking, or riding the bus after dark 

except in their immediate neighborhood.  Nine of the sixteen young teens with no travel 

restrictions were fifteen years old and ten were young men.  Since parents were not 

interviewed as part of this research, other potentially influencing factors in their decision-

making are unknown.  Eleven of the young teens had specific boundaries.  In one case the 
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young man’s hilly neighborhood which had two outlets to a busy highway acted as 

“natural” boundaries.  Five of the young teens assumed they could not cross certain 

(busy) streets.  By far the most influential family issue affecting independent travel is the 

restrictions imposed by the parents on their teen.  This is likely a combination of the 

parents’ assessment of the maturity of their teen and the real and perceived safety of the 

built environment in the area.  The influence of the built environment will be discussed 

later in this chapter.   

Two young women when asked to describe their independent travel and travel 

restrictions said, “I really don’t get to travel,” and “my mom doesn’t let me go to many 

places.”  One of these young women had mentioned a fear of kidnapping as one reason 

she didn’t like to travel alone, although her father allowed limited travel when her 

(younger) brother accompanied her.  The other young woman lives in a low-income, 

neighborhood with a reputation for crime and violent behavior.  Her parents’ travel 

restriction may be a valid reaction to real conditions. 

In two cases the young teens said parental restrictions on their activities were 

based on the particular circumstances of an activity.  The presence of specific people or a 

certain location might be reasons their parents would not let their child participate in a 

particular activity as well as not knowing the parents of a household where the child 

might go. 

Like, if we ask to go to the movies, to go to the movies with our friends, they’ll 
ask, who’s going to be there?  And we’ll tell them, you know, so-and-so is going 
to be there, and they’re like, no, you can’t go, because either, there’s only going to 
be, like for instance, when they went to the movies this past weekend, there was 
my sister and two of our other friends, which were girls, and then two guys who 
went, and my dad said, you know, “if I was not there, and I learned, and I heard 
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that it was just y’all, and two of the guys, it’s like, I would be highly upset.” So, if 
we ask, you know, can we go and he asks, “who is going to be there” and they 
say, “no,” it’s because of either, there’s no parental supervision, or just we can’t 
hang around that certain person. 

 

The complementary side of travel restrictions is the extent to which parents 

provide travel to desired destinations.  Ten of the young people in the study were in 

households with a full-time stay-at-home parent.  Three had a parent who worked part 

time outside the home.  Two had a parent that was a teacher so they were home during 

the summer.  Many of these young people with easy access to a ride gave the impression 

they didn’t even consider walking, biking, or taking the bus because the parent was ready 

to give them a ride wherever they needed to go.  As one young teen replied when asked 

about the availability of her mom to drive her around, “pretty much everywhere I want 

to.”   

 Related to parents’ willingness to drive their young teens around is their 

availability. There are 26 responses from the young teens in this study regarding to what 

extent they had to plan ahead for a ride from one of their parents.  Ten of them said they 

could get a ride the same day they needed one.  One of the young teens said they had to 

give 10 minutes notice, most were on the order of ½ - 1 hour.  Six of the young teens said 

they had to notify their parents the day before if they would need a ride the following day 

and that it was difficult if they had to arrange a ride the same day.  Five said, 

unequivocally, they had to give their parents at least a day’s notice when they would need 

a ride someplace.  Two others indicated that sometimes they could get a ride the same 

day and sometimes they had to arrange a ride the day before.   
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People with older siblings were asked to what extent the older sibling drove them 

around.  One young woman with an eighteen-year-old brother said he rarely drove her 

around because he disliked driving so much.  In just two years he had become tired of 

driving and would only give her a ride if – “there was something in it for him.”  Three 

other teens specifically mentioned carpooling with an older sibling to school. 

Related to this, some young teens were allowed to travel farther without an adult 

if a sibling accompanied them. 

…like if, like if I want to, if I want to go somewhere, and nobody can go, nobody 
else is able to go with me, then beg my mom for my sister, you know, to go with 
me.  She’s like, fine, go with her, but, yeah, whenever she’s with me, then they 
can, they’ll let us go places further away, because they know we’re together and 
we’ll be safe. 
 
The last influence related to families that was observed in this research was the 

parental example.  Young people whose parents rode the bus indicated less reluctance to 

travel by bus than some of those who had no experience on the bus.  The young people 

were not specifically asked if their parents rode the bus; however this potential 

connection between the parents’ behavior and the young teens’ attitude does indicate an 

avenue requiring further investigation.  Some of the young teen’s lack of negative 

feelings towards the bus may have also been related to being allowed to ride it. 
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Table 6.6 - Summary of Family Issues Related to Independent Travel  
 

Family responsibilities  
Parental spatial restrictions 21 – No boundaries 

5 – Specific boundaries 
5- Assumed boundaries 
Can travel farther when accompanied 

Parental availability for a 
ride 

10 – same day 
  6 – day before 
 2 – sometimes same day, sometimes day before 
 5 – at least one day’s notice 

Parental example Parents that rode the bus had children with non-negative 
attitudes towards the bus 

 

6.4 -Social-Cultural Issues Related to Independent Travel 
There are several factors related to the social and cultural landscape of young 

teens that might influence their travel behavior.  For the work presented here, the primary 

social and cultural factors influencing the independent travel of young teens are issues 

related to the schools the young teens attend, the extracurricular activities in which they 

participate, and relations with peers. 

 

6.4.1  School Issues Related to Independent Travel 
The Texas Education Code requires public school students to have at least 36 

weeks per year of instruction (Texas Education Code 25.081).  Sports, music, and other 

extracurricular activities will create regularities (i.e. practice every Tuesday and Thursday 

after school and game on Saturday) and irregularities (i.e. ten weeks of regular play 

followed by a tournament) in the schedule of young teens.     
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Young people who are attending private, magnet, and charter schools have fewer 

opportunities to have friends in their neighborhood since their schools draw students from 

throughout the metropolitan area.  All five students in the study areas who attended 

private or charter schools said they didn’t have friends living in their neighborhoods.  

Eighteen of the remaining twenty-five young teens said they had friends living in their 

neighborhoods.  Some of the schools the young people in this study attended draw 

students from over ten miles away.  Those that have attended these types of schools for 

their entire school career are therefore less likely to know young people their own age in 

their neighborhood.   

 

6.4.2  Activity Issues Related to Independent Travel 
Regarding the activities in which the young teens were involved, 25 were 

involved in a sport or band and some in more than one of these types of activities.  Most 

were involved in team sports at school while some participated in school sports and club 

sports (organized outside the school system).  In general, these club sports were similar to 

those offered at school: volleyball, baseball, basketball, and soccer.  The sports organized 

through the school were played at school facilities while those played through the clubs 

were in facilities located throughout the metropolitan area.  Equipment requirements, as 

well as distance, were cited as hindrances to independent travel to participate in these 

activities. 

Two of the young people participated in club sports that required travel 

throughout the state.  One was a member of a mountain bicycle riding team and the other 
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was involved in skeet shooting.1  In these two cases, independent travel to participate in 

the activities was impossible.  The discharging of firearms is not permitted in the city 

limits so the young skeet shooter could not practice his sport near his home, unlike the 

bike rider who sometimes did. 

Several of the young people were involved in basketball and many either had their 

own hoop or lived near facilities with a hoop.  One young man was disappointed in his 

reduced opportunity to play since a neighbor who had a hoop where he was allowed to 

play whenever he wanted had recently moved.   

Three of the research participants were involved in sport activities that could only 

take place at a very limited number of facilities.  One young man went rock climbing at a 

rock-climbing gym, another was involved in gymnastics, and a third was on a bowling 

team.  All of these activities could take place at limited locations, none of which were 

within reach via independent travel by these young people.  

Three of the young teens interviewed during the school year discussed how busy 

their lives were.  One young woman described her schedule, “in the spring it’s kind of 

more, usually we have something to do, so my schedule, a lot more scheduled.”  Another 

young woman, a cheerleader, said, “Fridays are always very busy.”  In response to after-

school activities, a young man said, “I only have one, or maybe two, free days during the 

week.”  Situations such as these could make it difficult for the young teens to have the 

time for slower modes, especially if their destinations are not clustered. 

                                                 
1 Skeet are clay discs, also called pigeons.  They are propelled through the air via a skeet throwing machine 
and participants are expected to shoot with a shotgun 150 skeet per day in a competition.   
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Some of the research participants in this dissertation research discussed factors 

related to school and sports participation that influenced their summer travel.  One of the 

teens was going to summer school and three were attending sports-conditioning camps 

related to their school year sports.  Unless they are attending summer school or 

participating in an organized sport, during the summer teens are not constrained by 

school schedules.  Teens of this age are typically too old to require babysitting but too 

young for legal employment. 

 

6.4.3  Friends and Other Social/Cultural Issues Related to Independent Travel 
Two of the research participants specifically mentioned attitudes of peers 

influencing travel choices.  One young man talked about how he used to ride his 

skateboard.  He said he stopped riding after his older brother stopped.  As noted earlier, a 

young woman said that once she got to high school and saw that not many kids were 

riding their bicycles, she stopped, too.   

Q: How long did you ride [your bicycle], like when you were how old? 
A: Until I got up to high school and I still have it. 
Q: Okay.  Do not many kids ride their bikes, or…? 
A: [no] not anymore.  So I stopped too. 
   
Questions about walking often triggered responses of not liking walking alone.  

Short distances are okay. “I could walk, I don’t, it’s fine if I go a couple blocks or so, but 

if I’m going anywhere far I would be in a group…I guess if you go anywhere far it can 

get kind of boring walking by yourself.”  Complementary to assigning boringness as a 

negative attribute to walking alone, other teens said they liked the social aspect of 

walking with someone, “ I like having people with me.  It’s just more boring when you’re 
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by yourself.” Or “I like to be with my friends and talk to them while I travel.”  One of the 

young women, a cheerleader, said she didn’t care for men honking at her when she was 

walking alone: “…you’ll be walking along, and, like, creepy guys honk at you, it’s just 

really creepy.  If I had a choice, I’d rather be with people than by myself.” 

Friends, and being with other people also came up in relation to using public 

transportation.  Three of the young people mentioned riding the city bus with their 

friends.  Therefore, riding the bus with friends seemed to make the activity acceptable 

enough for them to also use this mode or acceptable to their parent.   

During this time of adolescence, an age difference of just a year can make a 

difference in who is considered eligible for a friend.  Once young people advance from 

junior high to high school they sometimes consider those in junior high too young for 

them.  One young woman, in describing how she had recently put her foot into her mouth 

in this regard quoted herself as saying, “I can’t stand junior highers, they’re all so ditzy.”    

Another young man between his freshman and sophomore years of high school 

was asked about knowing people in his neighborhood, people his own age.  He replied, 

“There’s actually no one my age.  They’re either older or younger…from a bunch of little 

toddlers and a couple of eighth-graders and then a junior, a senior over there.  And every 

now and then we talk, we’re kind of, we don’t get along that great…”  His designation of 

his neighbors by their grade and saying there’s no one his age nearby indicates how 

narrowly young teens classify themselves. 

Four of the young teens in this study discussed other neighborhood aspects that fit 

more properly as social-cultural issues than those related to the built environment.  Two 
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of the young people mentioned loose dogs as keeping them away from certain parts of 

their neighborhood.  Several young people mentioned certain types of people as 

influencing their travel behavior.  Two of the young women mentioned groups of men as 

making walking uncomfortable to the point of keeping them away– “sometimes in our 

neighborhood there’s like guys always out, or something, so, [my parents are] like, we 

want you to be careful.” Another said there was an alleged drug dealer at one end of the 

street that she avoided.  A few of the young people described generally undesirable 

people in the neighborhood that one mother described with a negative connotation as  

“renters.” 

Lastly, issues related specifically to summer were discussed by the research 

participants as influencing their activities and travel.  Many of the teens interviewed in 

the summer said during the summer they slept late and spent many hours at home 

watching videos, playing video games, and generally partaking in more sedentary, indoor 

activities.  The Central Texas heat can be oppressive and it is not uncommon for people 

to be outside predominantly in the morning and the evening, but not the middle of the 

day. 
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Table 6.7 – Summary of Social/Cultural Issues Related to Independent Travel  
 

Young teens attending private and magnet schools do not have friends 
living in their neighborhoods 

Some young teens participate in activities that take place at a limited 
number of places in the city (rock-climbing, skeet shooting, etc.) 

Participation in club sports requires travel throughout the city 
Peer pressure to drop a mode 
Preference to travel with friends 
Undesirable social aspects of neighborhood (loose dogs, undesirable 

people) 
During the summer young teens play video games and watch movies 
indoors 

 

 

6.5  Physical Environment Issues Related to Independent Travel 
This final category of the ecological framework, the physical environment, is 

considered in two main parts: the natural environment and the built environment.  This 

allows for the differentiation between what is changeable and what is not.  Further 

discussion of the built environment will be divided into two different areas: land use and 

the transportation system.  In other analyses, design is a third element of the built 

environment that researchers consider (Handy 2004, Frank, Engelke, and Schmid 2003).  

That is not considered here.  

I expected one way that young teens would interact with the physical environment 

was via exploration.  That they would want to get out of the house to either be out of the 

house or to be outside.  Therefore, they were specifically asked if they explored their 

neighborhood.   Of the 23 who responded to this question, nine said they did.  Eight said 

they didn’t and six said they did, “sometimes,” or they “used to.” 

 

 156 



   

6.5.1  The Natural Environment  
One aspect of the natural environment that some of the young people mentioned 

as influencing their travel was topography.    One young man living in a particularly hilly 

area said the hills prevented him from going too far away from his home either by foot or 

bicycle. Another young man said that a large dip in the road where cars drove fast and 

there was limited protection for pedestrians prevented him from walking to school, as 

shown in Figures 6.1a and b. 

 

Figure 6.1a -  Large dip in road that is a barrier to walking on this route 
 

 

Sidewalk ends 
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Figure 6.1b - Large dip looking in the opposite direction 

 

 
 

A second aspect of the local natural environment that influences independent 

travel is the extreme heat and humidity of late spring, summer, and early fall.  While 

large trees line the streets of some older neighborhoods providing shade for walkers and 

bicyclers (see Figure 6.2), many other streets are wide expanses of concrete and asphalt 

and either no trees, or young trees that hold only the promise of shade for the future (see 

Figure 6.3.)  Intersections where walkers and bicyclers must stop until crossing is 

permitted are also unshaded.  In fact, some people in Austin carry umbrellas in the 

summer as protection against the sun.  One young man said, “I was thinking about going 

to play tennis today, but then it got really, really hot, so, not now.”  Another young man 

said he much preferred to travel via air-conditioned means to air-conditioned places 

during the summer.  And a young woman said, “I’d rather just get there faster in an air-
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conditioned car, than having to walk in the heat somewhere.  It’s a lot easier.”  The ease 

of car travel also plays into its desirability as a way to get around.   

Figure 6.2 – Austin street with tree canopy 

 

Figure 6.3 -  Austin street without shade  
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6.5.2  The Built Environment 

6.5.2.1 Land Use 
Theorizing that the most likely places that young people would travel to 

independently would be near their homes or schools, the research participants were asked 

what there was to do, what places there were to go to, in these two areas.  In some cases it 

was necessary to distinguish between young people’s neighborhoods and where they 

could walk or bicycle to.  I let the young teens themselves define “walking distance” and 

“biking distance.”  When the boundaries did not coincide it was more likely the young 

person thought their neighborhood was smaller than the area to which they could walk or 

bike.  In several instances this smaller definition of neighborhood was just their street or a 

few blocks.  In only one case did a young man list places he could not access 

independently (such as his church) as being in his neighborhood.  As is common with 

some of the private, church-sponsored schools in town, he was picked up at his church 

and then bused to school, “I see it like, two, three times a day so I’m thinking, you know, 

I’m so used to it, I guess I kind of think of it as my [neighborhood].”  Another young 

man, when asked about non-house places in his neighborhood said, “neighborhood is 

supposed to be about people or who’s there, not so much what’s there.”  

Naturally, the size of neighborhoods described by the young people varied.  Some 

who lived on cul-de-sacs and were not permitted to travel beyond their street considered 

just their cul-de-sac their neighborhood. Others described large areas as their 

neighborhood.  One young woman differentiated between her loop street as her “itty-

bitty” neighborhood and a larger area as her “whole neighborhood.”  She had several 
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family members living on her loop street.  All the young people were asked if they felt 

safe in their neighborhood and the answer was universally, “yes.”   One possibility is that 

the young people’s idea of their neighborhood was defined by where they felt safe as well 

as their travel restrictions.  These different sized neighborhoods provided different pools 

of potential friends, and in some cases, an insufficient number of potential friends. 

Information regarding the young teens’ neighborhoods came from two sources.  

They were asked to list what there was to do in their neighborhood during the interview.  

In addition, they were asked to draw a map of their version of Austin. In each 

neighborhood the objective was to assess how many different types of non-house 

destinations were in or near the young teen’s neighborhood.  Homes of friends were 

counted as s non-house destination. Therefore, if one young teen said their neighborhood 

included the homes of two friends, a pharmacy, and two restaurants, it was counted as 

three types of non-house places.  Seven mentioned only one other non-house destination 

as being in their neighborhood.  For three of these young people, the non-house 

destination was a park or neighborhood/development center with amenities such as a 

pool, tennis court, volleyball court, etc.  Table 6.8 summarizes, in a general way, the 

destinations in the young teens’ neighborhoods. 
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Table 6.8 – Land Use Characteristics in Young Teens’ Neighborhoods 

7*  – Just houses in neighborhood (6 no friends in 
neighborhood or in bike/walk distance) 

       (3 – other destinations (not friends)  in 
bike/walk distance) 

7*  – One non-house in neighborhood   
       (3 – other destinations in bike/walk distance) 

13  – 2-5 non-house destinations in bike/walk distance 
 8  – 6-8 non-house destinations in bike/walk distance 
3  – 9-12 non-house destinations in bike/walk 

distance 
* 4 each of those with just houses or only one non-house destination in 

their neighborhood have at least one friend in their neighborhood 
 

Issues related to the land use aspect of the built environment were mentioned as 

both helping and hindering independent travel.  Primarily, the land use aspect of the built 

environment was related to desirable destinations within reach.  Taking into account both 

the interviews and what the young people drew on their maps 133 separate non-house 

destinations were mentioned as being in 26 of the young people’s neighborhoods or 

within walking or biking distance.  Two of the young teens specifically discussed the 

variety of places in their neighborhood.  Four specifically said there were no desirable 

destinations within reach.  One young man described his dilemma: 

…a lot of my friends are just like, they have, like, a whole neighborhood and I’m 
like, “I wish I could travel in my neighborhood like they could. And go places.”  
But my neighborhood is just devoid of any cool place to hang out. 
 

As shown in Table 6.8, three young people listed nine to twelve non-house 

destination types they said were within walking or biking distance.  Two of these young 

people, a young woman and a young man, had the most extensive experience traveling 

independently.  One said her family had not had a car for a period of over a year, so she 
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was well acquainted with what was near her home.  Her map also included the downtown 

area and covered the portion of the city north of the river and between the two main 

highways.  The most extensive and detailed map of the Austin area covering an area from 

just south of the University to three miles south of his house – approximately five miles 

north-south and about a mile at the widest point, was drawn by a young man who 

traveled throughout Austin on his bicycle or skateboard.  Figure 6.4 is one of the three 

pages he considered his neighborhood.  This page shows his detailed knowledge of what 

could be a spatially confusing arrangement of streets.  The major streets are quite 

accurate, while the cul-de-sacs are less so. The other twenty-eight research participants 

each mentioned on average 4.3 non-house destinations within walking or biking distance 

of their homes.   

Over two-thirds of the teens had a park or recreation-oriented facility in their 

neighborhood.  While several mentioned frequent use of parks and greenbelts, others 

concentrated on the shortcomings: “it doesn’t have anything, it has a volleyball court, 

pffft, who cares, a playground for youngsters, and horseshoe thing, kind of retarded, 

but…you know, I was hoping there would be a basketball court, but there wasn’t.”  In 

addition, this park had sidewalk only directly in front of it.  The sidewalk did not go to a 

nearby cul-de-sac or any other part of the subdivision.  See Figures 6.5a and 6.5b.   
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Figure 6.4 – One of Three “Neighborhood” Maps by one of the young teens 

 

 

Figure 6.5a:  Sidewalk only in front of park (west end) 
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Figure 6.5b: Sidewalk only in front of park (east end) 

 

 
 

 

A related land use issue is that the young teens’ desirable destinations are far 

away.  Thirteen of the young people said none of their friends lived within walking or 

biking distance. This number includes all four of the young people attending private 

school.  As discussed above, another aspect of this issue is that the young people 

participate in activities that are located far enough from their home that they cannot travel 

there independently.  Considering that young people would like some place near their 

home to hang out with their friends, all the research participants were asked where there 

was to hang out in their neighborhood.  Six said there was no place to hang out, and six 

others said there were only other people’s houses to hang out at. 
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Although a diversity of potential destinations is desirable, just numbers offer an 

incomplete assessment of compatibility for teen travel. Some of the non-house places 

named by the teens as being in their neighborhood or within walking or biking distance 

include a strip club, a truck stop, a day labor site, as well as office buildings.  In terms of 

the top 4-5 destinations teens reported going to (see Table 5.9), 18 of the young teens 

have a friend within walking or biking distance of their home, 17 have a restaurant 

(including ice cream shop, bakery, and sno-cone destinations), five have entertainment 

destinations such as movie theaters or video rental stores, and three have a mall. 

Destinations near school were also hypothesized to be potentially important.  

Clifton (2003) looked at the first trip after school and nearly one-third were to someplace 

other than home.  Several of the young people in the Austin study mentioned patronizing 

restaurants near their school, whether for breakfast, or between school and sports 

practice.  Eight of the young teens said there were no non-house destinations near their 

school or didn’t show anything nearby on their map.  Twelve of the other twenty said 

there were restaurants.  Six of the remaining thirteen had at least one place where they 

could get a snack.  The remaining five with any non-house destination were near a 

church, a library (closed for renovation), a movie theatre, a park with a pool, an 

electronics store, a video store, and an arcade. 

Four of the young teens named a park or a pool as being near their school.  Only 

two of the 31 young teens indicated friends as being near their school.  Using the same 

counting system as for the neighborhoods, 23 of the young teens indicated 55 non-house 

destinations near their school.  One of the young teens was home schooled. 
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When asked to draw maps of “their” Austin, some young people included their 

schools, and some did not.  One young woman drew two sets of maps that she labeled, 

“Daily School Life” and “Home and Weekend!”   (See Figures 6.6a and b) This 

emphasizes the two main physical realms of young teens. 

Figure 6.6a - Map of “Daily School Life” 
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Figure 6.6b -  Map of “Home and Weekend!” 
 

 

6.5.2.2.  Transportation  
Regarding the transportation aspect of the built environment the young people 

mentioned both permanent and temporary conditions as deterrents to travel.  Although 

the majority of the neighborhoods where the research participants live have a sidewalk on 

only one side of the street, only one young man mentioned the lack of sidewalks as a 

deterrent.  He walked home from school only once (a distance of approximately two 

miles) because the road went steeply down to cross a ravine and he did not feel safe 

crossing on the bridge because the traffic was fast.  A visit to this location revealed a 

sidewalk on one side of the street coming nearly to the bridge, then a footbridge across 

the creek on the opposite side of the street spanning only the length of the bridge. With 

accelerating traffic coming down on both sides and trees near the road this seemed an 

extremely dangerous situation for pedestrians. (See Figures 6.1 a and b). 
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Attitudes about walking may also be influenced by physical characteristics in the 

neighborhood.  It is not uncommon in some parts of Austin to have neighborhoods with 

no sidewalks, a sidewalk on only one side of the street, or sidewalks that end mid-block.  

Therefore in these areas, anyone wishing to walk along certain routes must consider 

stepping off the curb and into the street or, if traffic does not permit that, walk along 

unpaved routes.  See Figure 6.7.  As one teen responded when asked about ease of getting 

around in her neighborhood, “Not very many sidewalks, but, if you don’t care about 

walking in the streets it’s fine.”  The necessity of walking in the street certainly 

influences how a person feels about walking, as well whether or not their parents will 

permit them to walk along that route. Upon leaving the neighborhood, wide roads with 

fast traffic and topographical features were described as reasons that make walking feel 

unsafe, or why parents don’t allow their children to go there.  As one young woman said, 

“I mean, like, just my surroundings are kind of, they’re not that accessible, since they’re 

pretty busy like this, this M----- St. is pretty busy…So, I would say my neighborhood, I 

mean, my surroundings are not that accessible.” 
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Figure 6.7 - Street through residential area with no sidewalk and no shoulder 
 

 
 
 

 
The two necessary conditions for independent travel are desirable destinations and 

access to independent modes.  Although sidewalks are not necessary for walking as a 

transportation mode, some streets have heavy traffic and no safe place to walk off the 

street.  There is a similar situation with bicycles.  Streets in Austin may be marked as 

bicycle routes, but this does not necessarily mean they have a separately marked bike 

lane.  Also, parking in bicycle lanes is not prohibited.  Several of the young teens said 

they rode on the sidewalk when they weren’t comfortable riding in the street.  Another 

essential element of bicycling as a transportation mode is a lock to secure the bicycle at 

the destination in order to participate in an activity.  Two of the young teens specifically 

said they did not own a bike lock.  But, not every young teen volunteered this information 

 170 



   

and they were not specifically asked.  This is fine for riding to friends’ houses but 

perhaps not for riding to other places.   

The last element of the physical environment is transit access.  Two of the young 

teens were far from any bus route.  For nine of the young teens, the nearest bus line 

within ½ mile had a headway of over 30 minutes during the morning rush hour (between 

7 and 8 A.M.).  For twenty of the young teens, the nearest bus route had a headway of 

less than 30 minutes.  Nearest bus route was calculated as within ½ mile measured as the 

crow flies.  Using that same criterion, 17 of the young teens live near a bus route with a 

headway of 20 minutes or less during the morning peak travel time.  Several of these 

young people lived near bus routes with closer headways; however, theses routes were on 

busy streets that the young teens were not allowed to access.  This is largely irrelevant 

since most young teens had never ridden the bus and some had no intention of ever riding 

the bus. 

Table 6.9 summarizes the physical environment issues related to independent 

travel.  As in the text it lists factors grouped by the natural and built environments. 
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Table 6.9 - Summary of physical environment issues related to independent travel 

Natural Environment 
     Very hilly areas make walking or bicycling far difficult 
     The summer heat makes walking and bicycling uncomfortable 
 
Built Environment: Land Use 
     Some neighborhoods have few or no desirable destinations  
     Some schools have few or no desirable destinations nearby 
 
Built Environment: Transportation System 
     Construction cuts off walking/bicycling paths to desirable destinations 
     Few sidewalks in neighborhoods 
     Nearest bus stop is far away or not easily accessible 

 

6.6  Conclusion 
 A wide variety of factors seem to influence the independent travel of non-driving 

teens.  An important factor at the personal level is that young teens largely don’t even 

think about traveling independently.  Walking and bicycling were not considered as the 

means to access places by the majority of the young teens in this study.  The transcribers 

also had this impression of young teens not even thinking about walking as a way to get 

someplace.   

 Several situations that the young teens discussed, point to habit as a potentially 

important factor affecting independent travel, specifically by hindering it.  One young 

teen described how he used to ride his bike to the nearby pool until construction in the 

area cut off the bike path.  Then the family began remodeling their home and his bicycle 

ended up under the old carpet.  Seemingly temporary situations soon became permanent.  

The ease of getting a ride from family members also put young teens in the habit of 

getting a ride instead of walking or bicycling.    
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 In searching for what helps and what hinders the independent mobility of teens, 

the interviews seemed to reveal more about what hinders.  In some cases there was 

something very specific missing – parent’s permission, a nearby desirable destination, 

etc.  The young teens themselves had a hard time articulating what helped them get 

around on their own.  This may have been due to miscommunication of the question or a 

genuine lack of critical thinking about what lets them get where they want, when they 

want.  Therefore, in many cases the identification of what helped the independent 

mobility of young teens was simply the opposite of what prevented them from traveling 

independently.  For example, the young man whose parents will not let him ride the bus 

thought that their permission would help him to travel on his own.  The young teens who 

did ride the bus had their parents’ permission to do so.   

Table 6.10 summarizes what the young teens expressed that affected independent 

travel.  Bolded items were mentioned by at least three and sometimes 4 of the young 

teens.  As in the example above, knowing one factor allows one to surmise the opposite – 

these are presented in brackets.  Italicized factors were mentioned by only one young teen 

per each item, but was mentioned with conviction or seemed to affect them strongly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 173 



   

Table 6.10 – Summary of factors that help and hinder independent travel 

Helps Hinders 
Intrapersonal 

• (Positive feelings re: non-car 
modes) 
o Knows how to use bus 

system 
• Desire to get out of house 

 

• Negative feelings re: non-car 
modes 
o Walking is slow and hot 
o Undesirables on bus 

• Fear of kidnapping 
• Self-Restriction – “I just assumed” 

Family 
• Parent allows independent travel 
• Traveling with someone else 

o Prefer to socialize 
o Can travel farther 

• Parent does not allow independent 
travel 

• Meeting up with people parent does 
not approve of 

• Availability of ride in auto 
o Stay-at-home mom 
o Access to extended family 

• Family Responsibilities 
o Chores 
o Care for younger siblings 

Social Cultural 
• Have operable bike, rollerblades, 

etc. (access to wheels) 
 

• Scheduled – little time to travel 
• Peers say biking isn’t cool 
• Have to take equipment to sports 

practice/game 
• Non-school sport destinations can 

be far 
Environment 

• Proximity (accessibility and 
knowledge) of: 
o Things to do 
o Friends 

 
 

• Undesirables in neighborhood 
o Loose dogs 
o “Renters” 

• Road construction 
• Weather/Climate  - Heat 
• Steep hills 
• Lack of sidewalks 
• Busy streets/traffic 
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 The main impression from what the young teens said in the interviews regarding 

their travel is “lack.”  At the intrapersonal level, I was struck by how few young teens 

thought about walking or biking as a way to get someplace.  Concomitantly, these young 

teens didn’t have any sense of being able to travel places on their own.  For them the 

norm was parents driving them wherever they needed to go.  Somewhat related was 

young teens not expressing any curiosity about their neighborhood.  Less than half of the 

young teens said they had explored their neighborhood. 

 At the family level, what hinders independent mobility is a lack of permission for 

their child to do it.  One young man was quite forceful in discussing his desire for a bus 

pass and his parents not allowing him to ride the bus.  Also, many parents do not provide 

a model of travel for their children by a mode other than the auto.  Those few parents that 

I know of who rode the bus (because it came up in the course of the interview) had 

children who did not have negative feelings about the bus and rode themselves.   

 At the peer level (also in the interpersonal realm), young teens lack support and 

examples of other modes.  As experienced by the young teen whose friends stopped 

riding their bicycles to high school, peer pressure can make one change their behavior.  

Factors related to peers were not explored in depth since the primary focus of this 

exploratory research was how teens perceive their travel landscape. 

 Considering the independent travel of young teens from the social/cultural level, 

young teens in public, charter, and magnet schools are not likely to have friends in their 

neighborhoods.  As noted in Chapter 5, going places to meet with friends was a frequent 

destination of young teens.  Although young teens did not express a specific desire for 
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places near their schools, those with destinations nearby seemed to take advantage of 

them. 

 Lastly at the environmental level, some young teens lack places close enough to 

reach on their own, others lack suitable infrastructure to reach nearby desirable 

destinations.   The issue of climate came up more in the summer interviews when it was 

fresh in the minds of young people.  They talked more about a desire for air-conditioning 

than a desire for a more pleasurable walk or bike.  In many cases it seemed the young 

teens were more comfortable choosing among the choices they know (walk or get driven) 

than something they have no experience with (make it so they can get to desired 

destinations on their own. 

 In various ways several of the young teens in this study expressed a sense of loss 

or deprivation at not being able to travel independently.  One specifically named his 

frustration at an inability to do so.  Another teen simultaneously gave senses of 

frustration and resignation regarding his inability to reach desired destinations without 

the assistance of an adult driving an auto.  A young woman rationalized her parents’ 

restriction of her independent travel, even though she would have preferred to travel more 

on her own.  Still another described his time at home as “cooped up.”  Although 

adolescence is a time when young people are trying to learn about what they want, these 

young people did give a sense that traveling more on their own would not be unwelcome. 
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CHAPTER 7 – RECOMMENDATIONS TO FACILITATE THE INDEPENDENT 
MOBILITY OF YOUNG TEENS 

 
7.1   Introduction 
 The purpose of this research is to document and understand the travel behavior of 

young teens and the factors that influence their independent mobility.  Over the past three 

decades, there has been a significant decrease in the proportion of independently-traveled 

trips by young teens (McDonald 2004).   

This trend has contributed to an increase in the number of automobile trips which 

directly impacts the environment, air quality, and families.  Automobile exhaust consists 

of ozone precursors as well as carbon monoxide and fine particulate matter – all of which 

are criteria air pollutants as defined by the federal Environmental Protection Agency.  

Millions of Americans live in cities that do not meet federal clean air standards for these 

pollutants.  In addition, oil and other chemicals related directly to automobiles drip onto 

roads and driveways and wash into creeks and streams polluting water resources. 

Increased automobile trips due to young teens being driven to a higher percentage 

of destinations also affects their parents, primarily their mothers.  The chauffeuring duties 

of young teens have fallen disproportionately on women (Hu and Young 1999) and 

influences the type and location of jobs of some mothers (Kurz 2000, Hanson and Pratt 

1995).    These mothers may choose to take jobs that pay less per hour or that require 

fewer hours per week. 

In addition, the proportion of young teens classified as overweight has increased 

threefold over the past three decades (Ogden, et al. 20002).  Being overweight as a child 

is a strong indication that one will be overweight as an adult and prone to its associated 
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ill-effects.  However, young teens are at a stage of psychological development where they 

are searching for an identity away from their family (Rice 1999) and are physically able 

to walk or bike one-mile or more to a destination (Demetsky and Perfater 1975).  

Therefore, identifying the barriers and facilitators to the travel of young teens is the first 

step in addressing the larger issues of traffic congestion, impact on women’s driving, and 

the growing trend in overweight in young people.   

Past travel behavior research has focused on adults using adult-oriented 

instruments, therefore the first step in this dissertation research was the development of a 

teen-oriented instrument.  Young teens in the Austin, Texas area filled out diaries for 

three days, sent them back, and were then interviewed.  Among other issues, the 

interviews revealed the range of young teens’ attitudes from freedom to ambivalence to 

fear regarding independent modes.  There were also many unexpected findings, which are 

discussed below.   

No single physical or mental factor was identified as the silver bullet to persuade 

young teens to travel independently.  Even if there was consensus among the young 

people in this study, one would be hard-pressed to depict that result as definitive.  

Qualitative research, such as that presented here, identifies factors and influences that 

cannot be identified through quantitative methods alone.  These findings may be 

prevalent, or not.  Their existence is revealed via qualitative methods, while the 

magnitude of their importance (for the type of research presented here) is established via 

quantitative methods. 
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That being said, in this research a variety of interwoven factors related to the 

young teens’ attitudes about modes, what their parents do and do not allow them to do, 

and the nature of the transportation system (e.g., safe routes to walk and ride) sets the 

scene for a teen to either travel independently, or not.  The next section of this chapter 

discusses in more detail the factors identified in this research.  Following that is a section 

on the policy implications of those findings and finally a suggested research plan to 

answer the questions this research generated.  See appendix E for lessons learned, 

particularly related to the mechanics of conducting this research. 

 

7.2  What Helps and What Hinders the Independent Mobility of Non-Driving Teens 
After speaking with young teens in Austin, Texas, it seems that for many of them 

independent travel is rarely considered as an option or a right.  This is manifested at all of 

the levels suggested by the ecological framework.  At the intrapersonal level, many 

young teens have a negative view of walking or riding the bus.  At the family level, 

parents may not allow their young teen to walk, bike, or take the bus.  Or, family 

members are readily available to give a ride.  At the social/cultural level, young teens 

may not have schedules that allow enough time to travel the distances they need to cover 

by a mode other than an automobile.  Or, their peers may not view independent travel 

favorably causing them to forego certain modes.  Lastly, at the environmental level, 

young teens may be hampered by the climate or topography of the natural environment.  

Or, the built environment may not provide attainable desirable destinations – either 

desirable destinations are far away, or the transportation system may restrict the 

movement of young teens.  These issues are discussed in more detail below. 
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In setting out to do this research, I expected a significant intrapersonal factor 

would be young teens’ search for an identity away from their family that would manifest 

itself in several ways related to travel.  I expected they would be making an effort to 

travel independently, they would be exploring their neighborhood and the city as they 

prepared to become drivers and gained more liberties to travel, and that they would be 

pushing physical boundaries.  I was surprised that that was not the case.  Although three 

teens specifically discussed physical barriers such as hills, streets with no sidewalk and 

no room to walk as preventing their walking to otherwise accessible destinations, and 

three others lack nearby desirable destinations, these situations do not fully explain why 

80% of the travel of young teens’ in this research (which is comparable to national 

figures) was by automobile. 

Instead of young teens taking initiative to travel independently, I found that many 

of them did not even consider walking and biking as modes of travel.  Some of the teens 

had negative feelings about non-car modes, such as, “walking is slow,” and “there are 

scary people on the bus.”  Only young women mentioned fear of kidnapping as a 

deterrent to walking someplace or waiting at a bus stop. 

The diary instrument developed in this research was specifically designed to 

capture out-of-home activities such as biking or walking around the neighborhood with 

no specific destination that might not be captured in trip-oriented diaries filled out by 

parents.  I expected this might be an indication of the teens’ desire to be out of the house 

(as predicted by their psychological profile), but there were very few of those trips on the 

diary days, even though over half the teens said they sometimes do go out just to get out 
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of the house.  Several indicated they walked or rode their bikes in the neighborhood just 

to not be home.  Others went to a friends’ house or a nearby convenience store.  

When asked about exploring their neighborhood, as an indication of young teens’ 

desire to be out of the house and learning their neighborhood and city, nine (of twenty-

three) young teens said they did do this kind of exploring.  Six said they did irregularly, 

and eight said they did not.  Various factors could affect this, including the fact that some 

young teens lived on cul-de-sacs or loop streets that were connected to streets that the 

young teens (or their parents) did not consider safe enough for walking or bicycling.   

As a way to see how the young teens were pushing their physical boundaries they 

were asked what was the farthest they had gone on their own.  I expected that during this 

time of adolescence teens would be traveling farther and farther on their own.  Instead, 

one-third of the young people said they hadn’t been more than 5-8 blocks from their 

home via an independent mode.  Several others after describing an especially long trip 

said it had been several years since they had traveled that far.  So, for the young teens in 

this study, traveling farther and farther on one’s own did not increase with age. 

 In general, a ride by auto just seemed easier for the teens.  Approximately one-

half of the young teens had a stay-at-home parent or one who worked a schedule that 

allowed them to often be home when their child was home.  Or, other family members 

were available to chauffeur young teens.  These young teens could typically arrange a 

ride from their stay-at-home parent, sometimes on notice as short as 10 minutes.  Being 

driven was the norm.  I was surprised at how many young people did not even consider 

walking or bicycling as a way to reach desired destinations.  A closer look at parents’ 
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attitudes towards the independent travel of their young teens would provide further 

insight into how and why their young teens travel the way they do. 

 These findings demonstrate the expected outcome regarding potential 

intrapersonal influences on independent travel are either not as strong as anticipated, or 

they are being satisfied by non-travel means.  For example, in the search for identity 

away from family, young teens may be satisfying that natural inclination by spending 

more time on the internet and talking to their friends via instant messaging services 

instead of physically traveling someplace to meet their friends and see new places.  With 

the help of technology they may be participating in more mental exploration than 

physical exploration. 

 At the family level I expected that with an increasing number of young people 

growing up in single-parent households and households where both parents work outside 

the home, young people would have to rely on independent travel to reach desired 

destinations.  Instead, many of the young people in this study came from families where 

one parent stayed at home, or one parent had a job that was flexible enough to allow them 

to drive their young teens to many of their desired destinations.  Parental influence was 

direct, in either allowing or not allowing their young teen to travel independently, or 

indirect, such as when they set an example for their young teens by traveling 

independently themselves.  This second result was unexpected and therefore is ripe for 

future research. 

  I expected that young people today would be participating in many extra-

curricular activities and I did find that many young teens have commitments several 
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nights a week and also on weekends.  Some participated in specialized sports such as 

gymnastics and rock climbing that take place in only a few places in town.  This would 

make independent travel difficult unless the young teen happened to live near these 

locations (which was not the case in this research).  However, an unanticipated finding 

was peer pressure to not ride a bike that one young teen experienced when she started 

high school.   

 When I started this research I thought the built environment would be highly 

influential on the independent travel of young teens.  I thought a lack of sidewalks and 

large, walled subdivisions would make independent travel difficult.  Alternately, young 

teens living in neighborhoods closer to the city center and desirable destinations would 

make more independently-traveled trips.  Yet, not all teens that were near what would 

seem desirable destinations traveled to them.  Lack of knowledge about how close they 

were was cited in one case.  This is a difficult phenomenon to explore since the subject 

can only discuss lack of knowledge as a hindrance to independent travel once they have 

learned about their past ignorance.  Although factors related to the built environment 

were mentioned by the young people, including steep hills, road construction cutting off 

paths previously walkable or bikable, and busy streets, these factors were not as prevalent 

as I expected. 

A second built environment characteristic that I thought would influence the 

travel of young teens was schools being built on large campuses on the outskirts of town.  

Clifton (2003) found that nearly one-third of teenagers go someplace other than home 

directly after school.  Although none of the young people interviewed for this research 
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attended a large school on the outskirts of town, several attended schools with large 

campuses on major arterial roads.  The only independently-traveled trips from school 

were home, to friends’ houses, and to nearby restaurants, either for breakfast before 

classes started or a snack after school. 

I expected that many teens would travel independently from their homes.  Parents 

would be familiar with these areas and it seemed likely the young teens would have 

friends nearby.  In subdivisions with few access points and no non-residential 

destinations, I thought it would be difficult for young teens to travel independently to 

non-house destinations near their homes, except for the homes of friends.  This was the 

case for some of the young teens in this study.  In addition, the natural environment also 

influenced the independent travel of young teens.  One of the research participants lived 

in a subdivision in a hilly area which he said prevented him from going places he might 

have otherwise.  Three other young teens specifically discussed the Central Texas heat as 

a hindrance to walking and biking.   

 I expected that the independently traveled trips would be more likely to be taken 

by the older young teens, more in the summer, more on weekends, and more by young 

men than by young women.  Although this was a small sample, none of these 

expectations found any support in this research:  

• The majority of the independently-traveled trips were by the 14-year-olds; 

• The amount of independently-traveled trips that occurred in the summer were 

proportionately much smaller than those during the school year; 
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• The amount on weekends compared to weekdays were slightly more than the 

proportion of total trips.   

• Lastly, half the young men and half the young women traveled independently.   

In summary, a wide range of factors appear to influence the independent travel of 

young teens.  Some teens have little concept of independent travel.  The idea of traveling 

on their own is foreign to them.  Others would like to go more places on their own, but 

they are prohibited by their parents or physical circumstances (lack of nearby desirable 

destinations or confining geography).  Some of these teens expressed frustration at their 

lack of independent mobility.  Still other young teens in this research travel freely, either 

within or without specific boundaries imposed by their parents. 

 

7.3  Policy Implications 
 Although factors related to the built environment were found to help and hinder 

the independent mobility of young teens, other factors related to families, peers, and the 

young teens’ feelings about independent modes were more prevalent in this research.  As 

discussed above, qualitative research cannot assess the magnitude of factors it brings to 

light, it can reveal new factors to include in research and, since this research involved 

personal interviews, suggest a level of importance in the relation between the revealed 

factor and the phenomenon under investigation.  Future studies can then incorporate these 

factors in order to develop pertinent policies.     

 This dissertation research suggests several policies that would facilitate the 

independent travel of young teens, although few are directly within the purview of the 

planning arena.  For example, parents need to be enlisted in any efforts to increase the 
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independent travel of young teens.  First, they must perceive that independent travel will 

not unduly expose their child to harm.  Second, parents should understand how 

independent travel can be part of current and future healthy behavior. Third, they should 

be aware of the example they set for their children. 

At the planning level, the very least that can be done is provide young people 

places to go and a safe and secure way to access these places.  The environment must 

exude safety from being the victim of a car crash as well as security from crime.  

Providing for safety does not necessarily address security.  Separate bicycle and walking 

paths may be isolated from watchful eyes that prevent crimes against a person.  

Increasing perceived safety and security may require a new way of thinking about how 

neighborhoods are built and what constitutes a neighborhood.  I would suggest that 

definition should include specific transportation and land use elements.   

 A potentially effective transportation element would place greater emphasis on 

issues related to walking and biking.  While there may, or may not, be a demand for cul-

de-sacs and loop roads, limiting vehicle access by building them does not necessarily 

mean limiting access by foot or by bicycle.  Pedestrian and bicycle access can be 

accommodated with narrow (compared to a road) strips of land that connect cul-de-sacs 

to one another or through the fence around a subdivision to the encompassing arterial 

road.  In addition, neighborhoods should have continuous sidewalks, and shade should be 

provided where there are potentially long stretches with no access to escape the sun.  

 Many of the young teens in this study did not have easy access to the bus, and it 

was generally unfamiliar or scary for them.  Independently of this research the transit 
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authority in Austin, Texas has begun a summer pass program for young people.  Whether 

the teens had experience or not riding the bus did not seem to affect their feelings about 

the bus.  Some that rode it thought it was okay and others did not.  Similarly, some that 

had never ridden the bus didn’t plan on ever doing so and some that had never ridden the 

bus described it positive terms.  Most of the young teens in this study were unaware of 

nearby bus stops.  Others did not have a safe route to the nearest bus stop.  Gurin (1974) 

found that teens had a large learning curve to overcome with regards to riding transit.  

This new, local program helps by reaching out to the teens at their schools.  

The land use element should address the trips its inhabitants would make on a 

frequent basis.  A large portion of trips by young teens during the week, during the school 

year are to fixed, singular places on a set schedule.  However, during the summer and 

weekends, their schedules are much more flexible and large portion of their trips are to 

firm places (destination-types with multiple locations) at flexible times.  This suggests 

that frequently accessed rigid places should be located so that independent access by 

teens is not harmful to their safety. 

In the case of young teens, the national data suggests the following frequently 

accessed destinations: school, religious facilities, shops, friends’ homes, and restaurants.  

These findings are borne out by the local data.  Additionally, when asked to name the 

four or five places they went to most frequently, movie theaters were mentioned most 

frequently.  Similarly many of the young teens mentioned video rental stores as a place to 

access both films and computer games.     

 187 



   

 Furthermore, a mix of teen-oriented destinations near middle and high schools 

would offer young teens desirable destinations they could travel to independently.  Many 

teen activities related to music and sporting events before or after school.  During the 

break in between the young teens are looking for a quick snack, or in some cases a meal.  

Also, shopping was an activity in which many young teens engage.   A few of the young 

teens mentioned coffeeshops as places to meet friends to study or hang out.  

 No matter what changes are made, parents must perceive the situation as safe 

enough to allow their young teen to travel on her or his own.  Although parents were not 

included as part of the research, their influence was often felt throughout.  One way was 

by the travel restrictions they placed on their child.  Another was the example they set.  

Young teens who said their parents rode the bus, also rode the bus and did not have 

negative feelings about it as a mode. The influence of parents suggests that in order to be 

effective, any program that intends to change the way young teens are traveling should 

have an element that addresses the parents as well. 

 

7.4   Future Research  
 As an exploratory investigation into the world of young teen travel, this research 

answered several questions, but suggests several more.  At the intrapersonal level it 

would be important to know how young teens’ negative feelings towards modes might be 

formed and why some young teens have positive feelings about independent modes. 

 For young teens, parental influence, whether by the specific freedoms they allow 

their young teens or by the example they set, reinforces the contextual nature of the travel 

behavior of young teens.  Work by McMillan (2003) found parents to be a mediating 
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influence in the travel behavior of younger children.  The mediating influence of parents 

is suggested by this dissertation research, but its exact nature is unknown.  One could 

learn more about parental influences by interviewing parents or teen-parent pairs.  The 

advantage of interviewing pairs can also examine the difference between the parents’ and 

teens’ perceptions of the situation.  Areas to explore include safe and secure travel within 

the neighborhood as well as how parents assess the ability of their children to travel 

independently. 

As qualitative research this was a small sample and this research suggests future 

projects in both the qualitative and quantitative realms.  Quantitatively, the next step 

would be to apply the modified out-of-home activity diary to a statistically significant 

sample.  The research presented here was conducted in one medium-sized city and would 

benefit from being applied in other types of areas (larger, smaller, various public 

transportation offerings, etc.).  Also, a web-based version might be attractive for some 

young teens to use. 

 Two aspects of the travel diary itself are worthy of more attention from 

researchers.  First is how accurately young teens are reporting travel.  Implementation of 

the travel diary in concert with data gathering via GPS could determine how accurately 

young teens report their travel.  Should there be inaccuracies, it may uncover new 

information. 

 A second aspect of the teen-oriented diary worthy of investigation is the 

implementation process itself.  All of the young teens in this study had access to a 

computer.  In general, the younger generations have a high exposure rate to electronics.  
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A computer-based data-gathering tool is worth investigation.  Along these same lines, the 

majority of the young people in this study used text messaging on a regular basis.  

Perhaps a form of the diary that is compatible with text messaging could be developed. 

 Future research using qualitative methods are also warranted.  Since factors 

beyond the strict purview of planning influence the independent travel of young teens, 

experimental designs borrowed from the public health discipline may help reveal more of 

the nature of certain factors.  These experiments typically involve a pre-test/post-test 

approach surrounding an intervention.  For example, relative to Capital Metro’s program 

aimed at schoolchildren, young teens and their parents could be surveyed before the 

Capital Metro presentation at school and then after.  People could be divided into three 

groups: those that do not hear the presentation, those that hear the presentation and then 

ride the bus, and those that hear the presentation and then do not ride the bus.  This 

dissertation research suggests that the survey should include questions related to the 

young teens’ attitudes, as well as their parents’ attitudes, and about their peers.  A 

comparison among the groups can help identify the importance and interrelated nature of 

factors affecting riding the bus. 

 In the preliminary interviews and on two occasions during the formal research 

period when mothers were escorting me to the door, they said their teens were not 

allowed to travel alone because they were a “Christian” family and did everything 

together.  I did not anticipate that religious belief would affect the independent travel of 

young teens.  This also suggests there may be other social/cultural identities or groups 
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that influence the travel behavior of young teens.  Interviews with parents would more 

likely uncover this information than interview with teens. 

 Another interesting area to investigate, suggested by this research, is how young 

people’s knowledge affects their travel.  The one young man mentioned he would have 

gone someplace else if he had known at the time that opportunity was available.  Ideally, 

one would interview a large portion of young teens in a neighborhood and see to what 

extent they knew that was available in their neighborhood.  Also, one could observe 

differences in the travel of young teens living in the same neighborhood.  Specifically a 

neighborhood that would appear to have all the necessary physical elements for 

independent travel (continuous sidewalks, nearby desirable destinations, etc.) could help 

disentangle physical influences on travel from other factors such as parental influence 

and peer pressure.   

 Lastly, the influence of peers deserves more investigation.  Group interviews 

away from parents and teachers might lend more insight to this influence.   And, in future 

individual interviews questions related to friends who travel independently could be 

useful.  

 

7.5 Epilogue 
 A better understanding of what helps and hinders the independent travel of young 

teens may also provide insight into what helps and hinders the independent travel of other 

non-driving populations.  Young teens may be the canaries of independent travel.  If they 

can travel independently to some places, than others may also.  If they cannot, it is highly 

likely others cannot either.   
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In addition, other researchers suggest that the mingling of ages and classes that 

come with travel by independent modes leads to social and emotional benefits.  

Therefore, the benefits of independent travel may have far-reaching social effects that 

this dissertation research was not designed to explore.  By being driven to the majority of 

their destinations, young teens may be missing a variety of opportunities such as learning 

how to navigate space, how to solve problems on their own, and to have the experiences 

that the adolescent psychology literature suggests is normal – try on new identities and 

find a culture where the young teen feels comfortable. 

 Also, physically active independent travel (walking and bicycling) may lead to a 

fitter population that includes physically active travel as part of their daily lives.  Perhaps 

in thinking about reducing traffic congestion, it makes sense to target populations that are 

physically able to travel independently.  Although the travel behavior of thirteen-, 

fourteen-, and fifteen-year-olds seems like a narrow topic, its real importance is how it 

fits into other parts of the built environment and society. 
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IRB#  2002-04-0082 
 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 
 

The University of Texas at Austin 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 
information about the study. The Principal Investigator (the person in charge of this 
research) or his/her representative will also describe this study to you and answer all 
of your questions. Please read the information below and ask questions about 
anything you don’t understand before deciding whether or not to take part. Your 
participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to participate without penalty 
or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.   

 
 
Title of Research Study: 
 
The Independent Mobility of Non-Driving Teens: Understanding Barriers and Facilitators 
 
 
Principal Investigator(s) and Telephone Number(s): 
 
Lisa M. Weston   512/482-0527 
Professor Susan L. Handy 512/471-4140 
 
 
Funding source: 
 
Southwest Region University Transportation Center 
 
 
What is the purpose of this study?   
 
The purpose of this study is to learn about how teens are participating in the activities that 

make up their lives.  Particularly, how they are getting to and from activities and 
what factors help or hinder their ability to get around on their own.   

 
 
What will be done if you take part in this research study? 
 
This study will involve group interviews with 20-30 parents of non-driving teens and 20-30 

non-driving teens.  Information from this part of the study will be used to create a 
teen-oriented activivity/travel diary.   
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What are the possible discomforts and risks? 
 
There are no risks known at this time. 
 
If you wish to discuss the information above or any other risks you may experience, you 
may ask questions now or call the Principal Investigator listed on the front page of this 
form. 
 
 
What are the possible benefits to you or to others? 
  
The information gained from this research will inform the area of travel behavior.  At this 

time there is very little known about the travel behavior of non-driving teens. 
 
 
If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you anything? 
 
There are no out-of-pocket costs to participate in this study. 
  
 
Will you receive compensation for your participation in this study? 
 
You will receive no compensation for participating in this study. 
 
 
What if you are injured because of the study?   
 
This research consists of interviews and there is no physical danger to participants beyond 

that which is encountered by people every day. 
 
 

If you do not want to take part in this study, what other options are available 
to you? 

 
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You are free to refuse to be in the 

study, and your refusal will not influence current or future relationships with 
The University of Texas at Austin  

 

 

How can you withdraw from this research study? 
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If you wish to stop your participation in this research study for any reason, you should 
contActivity: Lisa M. Weston at (512)471-0124 or 482-0527 or Professor Susan L. 
Handy at 530/752-5878 or Professor Elizabeth Mueller at 512/471-1151.   You are 
free to withdraw your consent and stop participation in this research study at any 
time without penalty or loss of benefits for which you may be entitled. Throughout 
the study, the researchers will notify you of new information that may become 
available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study.  

 
In addition, if you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please 

contact Clarke A. Burnham, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin 
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, 512/232-4383. 

 
 
 

How will your privacy and the confidentiality of your research records be protected? 
 
Authorized persons from The University of Texas at Austin and the Institutional Review 

Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect the 
confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  If the research 
project is sponsored then the sponsor also have the legal right to review your 
research records. Otherwise, your research records will not be released without your 
consent unless required by law or a court order. 

 
If the results of this research are published or presented at scientific meetings, your identity 

will not be disclosed. 
 
All focus group discussions will be audiotaped.  The cassettes and transcripts will have no 

information on them that would lead to the identity of participants.  The cassettes 
will be kept in a secured location.  These tapes will only be heard by the principal 
researcher and her associates for research purposes.  The tapes will be retained by 
the principal researcher for possible future analysis. 

 
 
Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study? 
 
There are no benefits to the researchers beyond publishing the results of this study. 
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Signatures: 
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the 
benefits, and the risks that are involved in this research study: 
 
 
 
_____________________________________ ___       
Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent          Date 
 
You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and 
risks, and you have received a copy of this Form. You have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask 
other questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By 
signing this form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Subject                   Date 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Subject                   Date 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Principal Investigator                 Date 
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APPENDIX B – DISPOSITION OF THE AUSTIN, TEXAS SAMPLE 
 

Final Sample Disposition report  
   
Total sample delivered 900 
Total sample attempted 288 (number of sample in priority zip codes) 
     
Completed households 48 (some households had multiple teens eligible) 
Not qualified (no Tteens) 56 
     
Call-back requested 23 
     
Firm refusal 10 
Soft refusal 15 
Hang up 16 
     
Answering machine 64 
No answer 18 
Busy 2 
     
Disconnect 23 
Business/Government 2  
Language barrier 1  
Fax machine 10 

Total 288 
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APPENDIX C – INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
 

  
Introduction 
What is a Ph.D. 
What I am researching – give one-pager on work 
Reminder: taping, won’t use their name 
 
Map 
Can you please draw me a map of where you go regularly?  Feel free to include 
buildings, signs, or whatever you think needs to be on the map. 
 
Demographics 
How old are you? 

What grade are you in? 

What school do you go to? 

Who all lives here? 

How many drive? 

How many cars do y’all have? 

Does your mother work outside the home? 

How long have you lived in this house? 

 

Did you write down all trips – even walking around outside without really going to a 
place? 
 

[outstanding questions about travel diary – addresses, times, etc.] 

 

Travel Diary Instrument 
Was it easy to understand the diary and how I wanted you to fill it out? 
 
Do you think the list of activities in the diary covers everything that you do, all the places 
you go? 
 
Do you think the list of modes, how to get places, covers all the ways that you get 
around? 
 
Have you ever filled out a form like this, or any other form on a computer?   
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How do you think it would be to fill out something like this on a computer?  Like maybe 
through a website? 
 
 
Travel Diaries 
Are these typical days for you?  Is this where you usually go? 
 
[Go through days:] 
 
On this trip [where they traveled independently], how did you pick which route to take? 
 

Is that the route you usually take? 
 

Was this an easy way for you to travel by yourself?  What made it easy? 
 
What did you do for this extended period at home? 
 
Travel in General 
What do your parents/grandparents allow you to do as far as getting around on your own?  

How do you feel about it? 
 
What’s the farthest you have been from the house traveling by yourself – walking, biking, 

taking the bus? 
 
Are there particular places you would prefer to go to on your own? 
 Are there particular times of day? 
 
Do you travel more on your own on weekdays or weekends?  Why do you think that is? 
 
What places can you easily walk to from your house? 
 Do you feel safe walking in your neighborhood? 
 How far are you allowed to walk by yourself?  With someone? 
 
On your map can you draw a dotted line around the part you consider your 

neighborhood? 
 
Do you go out exploring in your neighborhood very often?  Go out to learn something 

new about your neighborhood? 
 
What is the closest bus stop to your house? 
 Do you know where that bus goes? 
 

Have you ever taken the bus? 
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If there was a bus stop within 6 blocks of your house, would you use it? 

 
Do you ride your bike anywhere? 
 

Are there any bike routes near your house? 
 

Have you ever ridden your bike to school? 
 
Are there places you can easily get to from school? 
 
Do you know how to get to this place [where they did not travel independently] on your 

own?  Like, could you give someone directions to get there? 
 
Neighborhood Characteristics 
Are there things for you to do in your neighborhood?  What? 
 
What sort of places would you like to see in your neighborhood that you could walk to? 
 
What would be in your ideal neighborhood? 
 
Activities 
What activities do you participate in on a regular basis? 
 
Are they arranged through the school? 
 
How do you get there? 
 
Foregone Travel  
Have there been times when you weren’t allowed to go someplace? 
 
When you can’t go where you want, what do you do instead? 
 
Do you get together with your friends at your house? 
 
Is there someplace else where you prefer to get together with your friends?  Like a 
hangout place? 
 
Closing 
Do you have instant messenger at home?   
 
Do you think you use that more or less than the phone? 
 
What sort of internet sites do you visit? 
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Is there anything else you would like to tell me about traveling on your own? 
 
 
Do you enjoy traveling around by yourself?  What do you like about it? 
 
Do you sometimes not enjoy traveling by yourself?  Why? 
 
If I have any questions later, can I get in contact with you?  What’s the best way? 
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APPENDIX D – CODES 
 

 
Activity  Places  
     Home 
     School  
     Church 
     Friend’s house 
     Around the neighborhood 
     Unknown 
Activity  Types 
      Church 
      Eat out 
      Instant messaging 
      Miscellaneous 
      School 
      Shopping 
      Summer  
      Internet 
      Non-School sport 
Activity when - Weekday 
Activity when - Weekend 
Attitude towards biking and walking 
Attitude towards the bus 
Directions to a specific place 
Driving 
Explore 
Family - grounded 
Family responsibility 
Feelings about ability to travel 
independently 
Feelings about traveling alone 
Friends far 
Farthest traveled independently 
Getting out of the house just to get out 
Hangout place 
Helps independent mobility 
Hinders independent mobility 
Instead of travel 

Journal 
Fear of kidnapping 
Modes 
    With an adult 
         Parent 
         Another adult 
         Friend with a car 
        Carpool 
    Not accompanied by an adult 
         Bike  
              Alone 
              With someone else 
         Walk  
                Alone 
                With someone else 
          Bus 
          Rollerblades 
          School bus 
Negotiating a ride 
Other Neighborhood 
 Dislikes 
 Likes 
            Miscellaneous 
Own Neighborhood  
     To do 
      Activity destination – friend’s house 
      Miscellaneous 
      Characteristics 
            Bicycle related 
            Sidewalk related 
Potential quotes 
Planning for a ride 
Feelings towards safety 
Scheduling a ride 
Top 5 places teens’ go 
Travel restrictions 
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APPENDIX E: LESSONS LEARNED 

 

 As this was exploratory research using a new tool (the teen-oriented travel diary), 

the first use of this tool revealed its strengths and weaknesses.  In addition, this was the 

first time I did extensive interviews and then used software designed for qualitative 

analysis.  This appendix explains insights gained during this process in order to provide a 

helpful resource for future researchers.   

The diary developed for this research served its purpose well, but could benefit 

from some improvements. The development of the travel diary itself was necessary and 

important.  A travel or activity diary needs to be developed with its audience in mind.  If 

reducing serve passenger trips is a desirable goal, then more needs to be learned about the 

passengers.  If understanding the relation among friends and household members is 

important, then the tool (or tool and process) used to collect that information should 

reflect that.  Young people have different travel patterns than adults and an appropriate 

tool can elicit better data to tailor trip reduction programs. 

  With that in mind, my original mode list is awkward.  The objective in developing 

this list was to understand which trips that were not traveled independently impacted 

family members and which did not.  Hindsight suggests it would be more efficient to not 

have that information in the mode list, but perhaps as a separate column in the diary.  

This is easily handled in a web version of the diary with an appropriate prompt.   

A second difficulty with the diary, related to the first, was how to code activities 

that fit under multiple categories.  For example, one activity category was “hang out with 

 204  



friends – not at the mall.”  This could also fit having a sleepover, eating out etc.  One way 

to address this could be to have primary and secondary activity purposes or to include a 

column indicating with whom they undertook the activity.   

 Lastly, the journey home was inadvertently left off the list.  Obviously this is a 

frequent trip that should be included in any trip/activity diary.  However, it was easily 

inferred from the diaries and the interviews. 

 Using the diaries and interviews together worked well.  The diaries allowed the 

young teens to record several days of data that then worked as a starting point in the 

interviews.  They also allowed for analysis in ways that cannot be accomplished with the 

national travel data or data gathered with an adult-oriented instrument.  With the diaries 

of specific days to refer back to, the young teens had something tangible to talk about 

regarding travel and their intentions and motivations. 

 Although developed via pre-testing, the interview questions did not work well at 

first and were adapted after the first several interviews to more accurately reflect how the 

interviews were going.  I had originally asked about route choice, but, there were too few 

independently-traveled trips to really get into the route part of the questions.  Also, asking 

if there were particular places they preferred to travel on their own didn’t get much 

response.  It was the same with giving directions to a particular place that was more than 

a few blocks away.  They had a hard time conceptualizing an ideal neighborhood or what 

they would like to have in their neighborhood.  I asked about visiting other people and 

what they liked about another neighborhood they liked.  That worked a little bit better. 
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 The interviews were generally held at the dining table with a parent within ear 

shot either in the living room or kitchen.  Sometimes this worked well since they knew 

how to prompt their own child.  In general, a way to secure a private interview that 

addresses the parents’ concern should have been addressed at the outset.  The parent 

sometimes offered comments related to the research that reflected their own perspective.  

Since they were not part of the formal research, I have only included the one comment 

from a parent regarding the young teen who had difficulty with wayfinding because it 

seemed uniquely relevant in that case.  However, comments made by other parents 

suggesting additional research avenues are discussed in Chapter 7. 

 The qualitative analysis software used in this research was useful, but a more 

powerful instrument than needed here.  According to the manufacturer’s representative 

my project of several hundred pages of text was on the small side.  I had too many codes 

(see Appendix D) and they could be collapsed into fewer categories.  Some of the codes 

were developed with the intention of more rigorous analysis of the maps drawn by the 

research participants.  In general, they were too detailed relative to the type of 

information I was getting in the interviews.  For example, I included too many codes 

relative to activity places in the coding for the maps.  This research suggests the main 

places regarding activities are at or near home, at or near school, and friends’ house with 

other destinations in a miscellaneous category.  I found this to be the case when I was 

coding the interviews.  For the diaries and analysis of trips, there was an appropriate 

number of activity types.    
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VITA 
 

I, Lisa Marie Weston, was born in Baldwin Hills, California on May 26, 1963.  

My parents are Martha Josephine Greenwell Weston and Dell Gomez Weston.  My 

grandparents are Martha Elizabeth Delson and Homer Francis Greenwell and Maria 

Concepcion Gutierrez and Cornelius Friedell (C.F.) Weston, all of Los Angeles, 

California.  I have two younger sisters, Linda Anne and Marilee Suzanne.  And I now 

have three nephews and one niece: Weston Gabriel Lucas Archuleta, Christian John 

Archuleta, Andrew Michael Day, and Megan Leigh Day.  

My immediate family lived in Santa Monica, California until I was 10 years old.  

Our neighborhood had sidewalks on both sides of the street and I was able to walk to 

school, friends’ houses, the library, and the liquor store (where one purchased candy 

before the proliferation of convenience stores).  In December of 1973 we moved to Santa 

Fe, New Mexico.  Soon we were living in a neighborhood, with dirt roads and no 

sidewalks, surrounded by arterials and I was unable to reach any desirable destinations on 

my own.  I feel this is the genesis of my dissertation work. 

I attended Santa Fe Alternative High School (as charter schools were called then) 

before transferring to Santa Fe Preparatory School where I graduated in 1980.  I received 

an award that would have included a stipend if I had attended the University of New 

Mexico.  Instead, I attended Mount Holyoke College.  I chose Mount Holyoke College 

because it had an excellent Physics program and living in the East would be a new 

experience.  I received grants and loans and worked in the Physics Department as a shop 

assistant building the equipment for the labs.  I took every single course in the Physics 
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program and wrote my undergraduate thesis on the single- and double-slit diffraction of 

photons.  I received the Bennett Prize for excellence in Physics and graduated magna 

cum laude in 1984.   Post-graduation, I worked at Los Alamos National Laboratory 

(LANL) for one year and then decided I wanted a profession that was more closely 

connected to people.  While at LANL I published two working papers based on my 

projects. 

I entered the Energy and Resources Group (ERG) at the University of California 

at Berkeley in 1985.  I received a fellowship that covered my tuition and fees.  ERG is a 

small group that allows students to construct their own program.  I was interested in 

energy demand reduction.  Since the largest demand for energy is the transportation 

sector, I enrolled in planning classes. One of my favorite classes was Transportation 

Planning with Betty Deakin.   I took so many planning classes everyone thought I was a 

planning major.  However, I ended up writing my master’s thesis on plastic recycling.  

Plastic is energy-intensive and is often used for a short period of time before spending 

decades as garbage.  While at Berkeley I worked as an editor for a new magazine 

produced by scientists at Lawrence Berkeley Lab.  The magazine, now called Home 

Energy, was known as Energy Auditor & Retrofitter at that time.  I published an article 

about heat pumps and worked on several other articles for the magazine. 

After graduating from Berkeley in 1987, I moved back to Santa Fe to work in the 

family business of art bronze casting.  While in Santa Fe, I assisted with a large contract 

my father obtained from the King of Saudi Arabia to make solid silver castings of the 
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planned expansions to the mosques at Mecca and Medina.  When my father built his own, 

new foundry I moved to Austin, Texas arriving on July 4, 1989.   

In Austin, I was employed in the retail sector before starting as a volunteer in the 

City of Austin’s new Air Quality Program in July of 1993.  In November of 1993, I was 

honored as a “City Light,” which is the City’s volunteer recognition program.  Soon I 

became a full-time employee in the City’s Air Quality Program.  When my supervisor 

left I became the de facto manager of the project implementation section of the program.  

There was another employee in charge of the air quality monitoring aspect of the 

program.  One project that I managed was a public-private partnership, Clean Cities, 

developed by the U.S. Department of Energy to promote the use of alternative fuels.  I 

was the Austin Clean Cities Coordinator.  Austin was the first city in Texas to join the 

program and the eighth city in the nation.  The University of Texas at Austin is one of the 

charter members of this organization.   

The Air Quality Program was under the supervision of the city’s planning 

department.  At the time, there was no room for professional advancement.  Additionally, 

I was interested in what the planners were working on, so I decided to go back to school 

for a degree in planning.  At first, I began asking about a master’s degree.  However, 

when I met with the transportation planning professor, Susan Handy, she recommended 

that I pursue a doctorate.  That course hadn’t occurred to me.  I am the first in my family 

to graduate from college and I had already been in college longer than everyone else in 

my family, combined.  My grandmother, M.C. Weston, had, upon my birth and 

subsequently the births of my sisters, pledged to send us to college.  She had been denied 
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that opportunity.  In fact, she was only allowed to attend high school after the 

intervention of her eldest brother.  When her younger brother, who was also her business 

partner, died unexpectedly, he left behind ten children from grade school to college age.  

Grandma paid for college for the eldest five and they were entrusted to help with their 

younger five siblings.   

When I decided to pursue a doctorate, I secured recommendations from Betty 

Deakin (who I did not know had been Susan’s dissertation committee chair) and Dan 

Deaton at the Department of Energy. Once I was accepted into the program, I made 

arrangements for a smooth transition out of the City.  First, I secured a grant from the 

Department of Energy to hire a full-time Clean Cities Coordinator.  This position was 

then moved to the local council of governments.  Soon after stepping down as 

coordinator, I received a plaque from the Department of Energy “In recognition of 

outstanding service and support as coordinator, Austin Clean Cities Coalition.”  Next, I 

filled the empty full-time position in the program.  Although this person was technically 

my colleague, my supervisor asked me to advertise and fill the position.  Once the new 

coordinator and my colleague were in place, I gave notice and returned to academia to 

pursue my professional goals. 

A few weeks before entering the doctoral program, I was informed that the 

College of Engineering had a fellowship available for a woman pursuing a doctorate in 

transportation.  The fellowship (from the Southwest University Transportation Center) 

paid for my tuition and fees and included a stipend to attend the annual Transportation 

Research Board meeting, as well as a $1,000/semester stipend.  I am indebted to Hani 
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Mahmassani for this generous fellowship.  Susan Handy also informed me about a new, 

three-year TxDOT, project that was starting up and she suggested that I work as a 

research assistant.  The goal of this research project was the development of a GIS-based 

program to measure accessibility for a region in a manner that would reflect various 

aspects of travel (such as trip purpose, time of day, etc.) and then to aggregate these 

aspects in a myriad of ways.  This project involved four professors and three other 

students.  I enjoyed the trust of the project supervisor, Chandra Bhat, who asked me to be 

the de facto project manager.  I coordinated the research work with other students, wrote 

all the reports, and made numerous presentations at TxDOT and various conferences. 

Additionally, I worked on a project with Susan Handy regarding the education of 

transportation planning professionals and co-authored a paper with Susan and Jumin 

Song (another student on the project) in the Transportation Research Record.  I also 

worked with Susan on a project regarding to what extent people travel by choice and to 

what extent by necessity.  We have submitted a paper for publication, co-authored with 

Patricia Mokhtarian, forthcoming in Transportation Research A.  The last research 

project I worked on at the University was in the College of Engineering.  This project 

was similar to the first project I worked on, only this time the goal was to have the GIS-

based program assess accessibility to and via public transportation. 

After I advanced to candidacy, Susan left the University for a position at the 

University of California at Davis.  Since I had completed my coursework, we decided it 

was best if I stayed at UT.  When Susan left I was given the unique opportunity (since the 

majority of planning programs are at the graduate level) of teaching.  I taught a graduate 
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seminar and an undergraduate course in the newly-minted Urban Studies Program.  Since 

I was the first instructor for this course, I developed all the materials.  The following 

year, I did not teach in order to concentrate on my research before returning to the 

University for my final year.  Unfortunately, I lost my fellowship from the College of 

Engineering, although five years of funding was very generous.  During my final Fall 

semester I worked on a research project in the College of Engineering, and my final 

Spring semester I taught another undergraduate course, Introduction to Planning. 

While at the University I have worked in various capacities, including senior 

editor on our student-published journal, Planning Forum, for four years.  I also published 

an article in the journal on a methodology I developed to assess urban form at the 

neighborhood level.  Lastly, I wrote a chapter on mental maps for a series of handbooks 

on issues related to transportation. 

I have made numerous presentations regarding my research, as well as the various 

research projects I have worked on, at conferences around the country.  I also serve on 

the Board of Directors of a statewide non-profit organization, Trans Texas Alliance, 

which is devoted to transportation choices (primarily non-motorized) for Texans. 

 

 

Permanent Address: 701 Airport Road, Santa Fe, New Mexico 87507 

 

 

This dissertation was typed by Lisa Marie Weston. 
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