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Intersectionality in Practice: How Public Transit Agencies
Understand and Apply Intersectionality in the Pursuit

of Gender Equity

Josephine K. Hazelton-Boyle

Intersectionality offers public administrators great potential to understand the complex identities

and lived experiences of the public and advance social equity. Conversations around intersectionality

in public administration scholarship to date are primarily theoretical and have served an important

role in introducing the concept to the field. However, gaps remain surrounding what it means for

public administrators to apply an intersectional perspective to their work. This research builds on

theoretical advancements to explore intersectionality in practice. Integrating a content analysis of

all publicly available documents and websites posted by 129 U.S. public transit agencies with rich

qualitative interviews with 45 U.S. public transit administrators, this research examines how transit
administrators understand and apply intersectionality in the pursuit of gender equity. Findings from
this research demonstrate specific areas in which transit administrators use intersectionality in their

work to help create more equitable communities for all.

Introduction

Ithough transportation is a foundational necessity
for full participation in society, not all groups ex-
perience mobility equally. Gender intersects with other
personal and social identities to shape an individual’s
mobility experience. A growing body of literature grap-
ples with questions of equity and mobility; however,
much of the previous transportation literature on gen-
der focuses on understanding women’s experiences and
mobility patterns. While this literature serves an impor-
tant purpose in documenting that gender contributes to
transportation inequity, much of the previous research
lacks an intersectional perspective, which is problematic
because gender cannot be extracted from its connec-
tions to other social identities such as race, ethnicity,
sexuality, class, age, ability, religion, and immigration
status. An intersectional perspective of gender equity
allows a focus on gender without ignoring the ways in
which gender is connected to other social identities.
Intersectionality is well-positioned to add rich new
insights to understanding urban transportation equity
and offers a valuable framework for administrators. In
imagining a “feminist city,” Kern (2020) argues that an
intersectional feminist approach to urban transporta-

tion would expand conversations of gender beyond a
male/female dichotomy.

To help move beyond the gender binary, Kern
(2020) suggests researchers ask how efforts to respond to
gender considerations can work in solidarity with other
equity concerns instead of competing with one another.
This study examines situations in which administrators
have used intersectionality to transcend dualistic think-
ing that puts the needs of multiple groups in conflict
with one another and find solutions that work for all.

Through the lens of transportation, this research
works to advance an understanding of intersectionality
in the applied work of public administrators. Although
not a problem unique to public administration, the
field’s eagerness to dilute and categorize human expe-
rience reinforces the idea that identities are fixed and
static. One way this occurs is through continued em-
phasis on aggregate social data, which fails to capture
the intersections between data points and neglects to
account for the relationship between categories. At
times, the field of public administration has lost sight
of the people that public agencies serve by overlook-
ing the gaps and connections between data points by
“superficially compartmentalizing” individuals (Sabhar-
wal and Chordiya 2025, 25). Intersectionality presents
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one way to understand the complex identities and lived
experiences of the public by centering the voices of
marginalized groups and working to democratize de-
cision-making (Sabharwal and Chordiya 2025). This
research explores the challenges and tensions associated
with reliance on aggregate data and illustrates how us-
ing other ways of knowing can enrich the equity-fo-
cused work of public administrators.

Although intersectionality is often perceived to con-
front several of the hegemonic norms of public administra-
tion (Blessett 2020), in exploring how U.S. transit agencies
apply intersectionality in their work, this research demon-
strates that intersectionality is not inherently in conflict
with other administrative values, and instead offers great
potential for guiding administrators in their work.

Literature Review

Intersectionality: More Than Just a Buzzword
Intersectionality is concerned with the relationship be-
tween overlapping social identities as well as the corre-
sponding relationship to systems of power (Collins and
Bilge 2016). Although related concepts such as “wriple
oppression” and Critical Race Theory existed in the litera-
ture prior to identifying the term (Collins 2019) intersec-
tionality was largely developed out of Black feminist legal
scholarship (Crenshaw 1989; 1990). Coined by Kimberlé
Crenshaw, intersectionality was introduced to understand
the unique challenges of Black women that could not be
attributed solely to their Black identity or their identity as a
woman, but rather an interaction between the overlapping
oppressions of racism and sexism (Crenshaw 1989).
Intersectionality adopts a post-structuralist view of
identities such as race, gender, sexuality, and class (Bilge
2010; Collins and Bilge 2016). Emphasis is given to
the socially-constructed nature of categories of iden-
tity and experience. In this way, identity is not fixed
and unified, but rather, fluid and changing. Dhamoon
(2011) depicts this as a matrix to illustrate that hu-
man identities are not stable, nor do they operate in
isolation. Therefore, the focus of intersectionality is the
relationship between different identities and the corre-
sponding relationships with systems of power. With this
understanding of how human identities are inextricably
intertwined, it becomes impossible to “separate out”
a particular identity and conceptualize it in complete
isolation from its relationship to other identities (Col-
lins 2000; Dhamoon 2011). This challenges positivist
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tendencies to apply static categories to identities and
treat them as independent variables (Carastathis 2014).
Hancock (2007) argues that intersectionality’s focus on
relationality changes the public policy focus:

[M]ultiple marginalizations of race, class, gender, or
sexual orientation at the individual and institutional
levels create social and political stratification, requir-
ing policy solutions that are attuned to the inter-
actions of these categories. Intersectionality theory
claims that these policy problems are more than the
sum of mutually exclusive parts; they create an inter-

locking prison from which there is no escape. (65)

In other words, intersectional work and research must
resist the tendency to explore questions of inequity by
“adding together” social variables because it would be
contrary to the fundamental premise of intersectionality’s
emphasis on the interaction between social identities.

Heckler and Starke (2020) note that some have cri-
tiqued intersectionality for its continued reliance on the
categorization of human identity. However, it is im-
portant to distinguish that an intersectional approach
to categories of identity is distinct. For positivists,
identities are categorized for the purpose of isolating,
knowing, and predicting (Carastathis 2014; Smith
1998). The assumption is that identities are stable and
uniform. Whereas, intersectionality is rooted in the
belief that identity is fluid and changing (Dhamoon,
2011). This understanding acknowledges that there is
variance within social identities and many operate along
a spectrum (Heckler and Starke 2020). The strength of
intersectionality is in what Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall
(2013) refer to as “an intersectional way of thinking
about the problem of sameness and difference” (795).

Intersectionality provides a way of conceptualizing the
dynamic and evolving nature of human identity in a way
that theorizes and responds to social inequalities. Much of
the work of Patricia Hill Collins has focused on expand-
ing this way of thinking about social issues to develop in-
tersectionality as a theory that responds to social inequity
(Collins 2019). Collins, along with Sirma Bilge (2016),
identify and explain six core tenets of intersectionality: so-
cial inequalities, relationality, power, social context, com-
plexity, and social justice. These six ideas capture the spirit
of intersectionality and are described in Table 1.

Collins (2019) argues that intersectionality does not
need to be a grand narrative that is all-encompassing, but



Table 1. Core Tenets of Intersectionality
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Social Equity

* Intersectionality is fundamentally concerned with addressing social inequalities.

* Intersectionality takes a distinct approach to viewing social equity; social inequities are not
discussed in isolation but in relation to one another.

* Discussing inequities in relation to one another gives each other deeper meaning,.

isolation from one another.

Relationality

resources.

or frame.

* Essential for intersectionality as social identities cannot be extracted and discussed or studied in
* Resists dualistic thinking that pits concepts against one another in competition for scarce

* Intersectionality embraces a both/and approach that focuses on connections rather than an either/

Power

another.

* Central for intersectionality as power structures uphold oppression and inequity.

* Power is maintained through social structures.

* Power imbalances are reinforced through multiple avenues including language and epistemic
privilege; in this context, epistemic privilege refers to placing greater value and importance on the
ideas and experiences of those operating privileged positions in society.

* In an intersectional framework, power is also conceptualized as power relations, acknowledging,
for example, that racism and sexism cannot be fully understood in isolation but in relation to one

Social Context

¢ Social identities and power structures do not exist in a vacuum; they exist within historical,
cultural, geographical, political, and economic contexts.

* Intersectionality recognizes that it is imperative to recognize the social context and cultural
specificity when examining issues of identity.

Complexity

* Intersectionality is complex and the inherent complexity should be embraced.

* Practicing intersectionality involves resisting the tendency and desire to reduce the complexity of
intersectional work by seeking a “one-size-fits-all” standardized approach, which creates “blinders”
and limits the ability to see certain connections.

Social Justice

¢ Intersectional work must recognize that all inequities are rooted in historical contexts.
* Applying intersectionality involves recognizing historical injustices in the work for equity.

Source: Adapted from the intersectionality framework developed by Collins and Bilge (2016).

rather, should be used in instances where it can provide
a framework for understanding and addressing social in-
equity. Intersectionality does have limits, and therefore
should be employed as a means to accomplish certain
theoretic contributions but does not need to go beyond
that of which it is designed (Collins 2019). While various
scholars have cautioned against prescriptive requirements
for intersectionality, fear of intersectionality becoming a
meaningless “buzzword” suggests that intersectionality
should retain some unifying concepts, most notably the
focus on relationality (Hancock 2007).

Intersectionality will be used in the presentation and
analysis of the findings of this research by retaining its
position as a unique analytic framework. In public ad-
ministration, scholars such as Stivers (2002) and Bear-
field (2009) have long argued for considering gender
and race in connection to one another, but retaining
commitment to the core tenets described above offers

potential to more fully appreciate intersectionality’s po-
tential for public administration.

Intersectionality has gained relatively little traction in
the field of public administration to date, which Blessett
(2020) attributes to the fact that intersectionality con-
fronts many of the hegemonic norms of the field, partic-
ularly the emphasis on efficiency and economic values.
As some argue that social transformation is necessary to
achieve social equity (Collins 2019), questions remain
what this means for public administration’s reliance on
incremental change over radical or systemic change.

For public administration, intersectionality offers
more than just acknowledging that individual and so-
cial identities matter, but it is a way of conceptualizing
identity in a manner that theorizes and responds to so-
cial inequity. Although placing methodological limits or
prescriptions on what can be considered intersectional
research could be difficult or even problematic (Collins
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2019), intersectional research embraces the complexity
of studying identity and leverages such complexity to
achieve new understandings of equity. Most impor-
tantly, public administration scholars must recognize
that social equity is enduring, and new inequities con-
tinue to emerge, which means that social equity work is
an ongoing challenge and never done (Gooden 2015);
a challenge for which intersectionality and a commit-
ment to its core tenets are well-equipped.

Gender Equity and Mobility

Gender differences in transportation use, perceptions,
and needs are observed worldwide. Njoh (1999), for ex-
ample, finds that gendered mobility disparities in Cam-
eroon are reflective, in part, of a history of colonialism
and economic turmoil, which are exacerbated by a lack of
gender-conscious transportation planning. Some coun-
tries have deeply rooted policies and cultural practices
that limit women’s access to transportation and their abil-
ity to travel without a male companion (Domosh and
Seager 2001). In the United States, policies and practices
to restrict women’s spatial mobility are often implicit
(e.g., ignoring the impact of gender on mobility needs or
failing to accommodate transit passengers traveling with
strollers and young children) and control of their spatial
mobility is often executed in a far more subtle manner
(Laws 1997). For example, when places are not designed
to accommodate womens safety needs, women may
self-limit their behavior and choose not to travel certain
places or at certain times of day (Valentine 1992). When
transportation fails to be responsive to the mobility needs
of marginalized members of the public, transportation
planning and policy, as the prior literature suggests, is
situated as a tool that reinforces societal hierarchies and
institutionalizes mobility restrictions for women and
gender minorities (Domosh and Seager 2001).

These policies and practices have different impacts on
the way individuals physically move. Throughout her life-
time, a woman’s transportation needs change, and obsta-
cles to mobility can be diverse and varied and dependent
on personal circumstances such as pregnancy and parent-
hood, especially since women are more likely to travel with
young children (Laws 1997; Lopata 1980). A large body of
literature has documented women’s distinct transportation
needs and revealed differences in travel patterns (Hayden
2002; McGuckin and Murakami 1999), destinations and
trip purpose (Krizek, Johnson, and Tilahun 2005; Rosen-
bloom 2004; Wachs 1992), as well as mode choice and
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routes traveled (Akar, Fischer, and Namgung 2013; Krizek,
Johnson, and Tilahun 2005; Primerano, Pitaksringkarn,
and Tisato 2008). Data indicates that women, on average,
make more walking trips than men and make up a slight
majority (55%) of U.S. public transit ridership overall
(Rennert, Fung, and Harvey 2024). It is also important to
recognize much of the gender and transportation literature
is concerned with the disproportionate violence, harass-
ment, and perceived vulnerability women and gender mi-
norities experience in the public sphere and particularly on
public transit (Loukaitou-Sideris and Fink 2009; Lubitow
et al. 2017; Valentine 1992).

Additionally, transportation needs and experiences
are influenced by a myriad of social and economic fac-
tors (Clarke 2017; Martens 2016). In this way, gender
identity intersects with other forms of personal or group
identity (including race, ethnicity, sexuality, class, age,
ability, religion, and immigration status) and this pres-
ents challenges, complicates mobility needs, and fur-
ther contributes to the ways in which mobility options
differentially serve individuals based on their identity.
For example, Hutchinson’s (2003) research reveals how
race, gender, and economic status shape transit passen-
gers’ experiences. Hutchinson (2003) finds that low-in-
come women of color not only face barriers in accessing
transit services but are subject to harassment and stigma
associated with using public transportation.

Social Equity and Transportation Administration

Several scholars in public administration such as Ge-
rard Wellman and Sam Larson have argued why public
transit services, and the decisions of public transit ad-
ministrators, matter for social equity (see, for example,
Larson 2020; Wellman 2015a, 2015b). The decisions
made by transit administrators have a direct impact on
the lived experiences of the public:

Few public administrators wield as much power
over the life chances and outcomes of poor pop-
ulations as transit administrators; their selections
between policy alternatives determine which jobs
transit dependents can access and when, how much
they must pay for transit, how long they must spend
en route to destinations, and which locations will be
inaccessible except by foot. (Wellman 2015a, 123)

Not only do transit administrators make decisions
that directly influence the mobility experience, they



also can help serve as advocates for their communities
in conversations with policymakers. In examining how
transit administrators perceive the stigma associated
with public transit ridership, Hazelton-Boyle and Well-
man (2022) find that policy elites perpetuate transit
stigma, which administrators can help mitigate.

Transportation administrators wield power in in-
fluencing the mobility outcomes of the public. Writing
within the context of urban planners, Healey (2003) ar-
gues that what they perceive to be “normal” or “correct”
becomes embedded in administrative practices, which
reinforces and reflects certain assumptions. It is, there-
fore, important to examine how public transit agencies
understand intersectionality and how intersectionality
can help advance gender equity in transit.

Methodology

Research Question and Study Design
This study is designed to answer the following primary
research question: “How do U.S. public transit agencies
apply intersectionality in their gender equity work?”
A two-stage qualitative study was designed to answer
the research question. First, a document analysis of all
publicly-available planning documents, policies, pro-
gram reports, and agency websites from 129 U.S. tran-
sit agencies was conducted to understand how agencies
publicly discuss concepts and topics related to intersec-
tionality and gender equity to the population they serve
(see the subsequent section below for more detail on
agency selection). Document analyses are aimed at sys-
tematically analyzing text in context to derive meaning
and insight on a particular topic (Tracy 2013). Relevant
documents from each qualifying U.S. transit agency
were located through an internet-based search as well
as by systematically reviewing transit agency websites.
The collected documents were then uploaded and an-
alyzed using MAXQDA qualitative coding software.
Key search terms were informed by existing theory and
literature and aimed at capturing relevant mentions of
gender, intersectionality, and related concepts. The doc-
ument analysis process categorized agencies on the ex-
tent to which gender and intersectionality were publicly
discussed, which helped to identify which agencies were
contacted for an interview as well as shape the context
of interviews with public transit administrators.
In-depth, semi-structured interviews with public
transit administrators from U.S. public transit agen-

INTERSECTIONALITY IN PRACTICE | 297

cies were then conducted to gain an understanding of
perceptions and experiences addressing issues related
to intersectionality and gender equity in public tran-
sit. Using a semi-structured interview protocol, an in-
terview guide was used to frame conversations around
pre-determined topics, while allowing for flexibility
and probes as the interviews evolve (Rubin and Ru-
bin 2012). After an introduction to the research and
the researcher, interviews began with a series of broad
questions around gender and gender equity in transit to
prompt interviewees to discuss their experiences, behav-
iors, actions, and examples from their work. Questions
were also asked to discern whether they approach their
work through an intersectional lens.

Subsequent questions asked about what they are
doing to address gender-related mobility challenges.
If interviewees conveyed an understanding of inter-
sectionality, then interviewees were asked to describe
specific examples where intersectionality applies to
their work. Given the semi-structured nature of the
interview guide, probes and follow-up questions were
utilized throughout the interview to clarify meaning,
deepen the conversation, and inquire about nuances
and specific examples. The questions were worded in a
manner to facilitate depth and open-ended responses.
To help ensure an accurate interpretation of the data,
the interviewer did not use the words “intersectional-
ity” or “intersections” in questioning unless an inter-
viewee had previously done so themselves.

Agency and Interviewee Selection

To identify agencies for inclusion in this study, the plan-
ning, service, and financial data for every U.S. urban
transit agency was retrieved from the Urban Integrated
National Transit Database. All agencies serving a met-
ropolitan statistical area (MSA) population greater than
500,000 with an operating budget of at least $10 mil-
lion were included in the study. This follows parameters
previously established in the transit administration lit-
erature (see Wellman, 2015a, for example). In total, 129
public transit agencies met the criteria for MSA popu-
lation and operating expenditures. For each of the 129
agencies included in the document and analysis process,
all publicly available agency documents and websites
were systematically searched for key terms to capture dis-
cussions of intersectionality and gender equity as well as
related concepts and topics. The key search terms were
informed by existing research and theory and designed
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to detect mentions of topics relevant to this research.
In total, 28 key search terms were used including: gen-
der, equity, women, woman, womxn, men, man, girls,
gitl, boys, boy, female, male, trans, transgender, trans-
sexual, non-binary, nonconforming, gender queer, in-
tersectionality, LGBT, harassment, sexual violence, sex
trafficking, trip-chaining, stroller, childcare, and care-
taking. The documents and webpage information were
retrieved over a period of three months (June-August
2021); each agency’s documents and webpages were sys-
tematically reviewed at two different points during the
period to help achieve completeness.

All documents and webpages containing the key
search terms were retrieved and uploaded to MAXQDA
for analysis. The documents retrieved for each agency
were analyzed in their entirety to understand the extent
to which gender is discussed in public documents as
well as the context surrounding mentions of gender and
intersectionality. Each of the 129 agencies was given a
corresponding gender-inclusivity ranking based on the
extent to which the agency’s documents discussed gen-
der equity and intersectionality.

In total, 79 agencies were classified as “Low Inter-
sectional Gender-Inclusivity”; 41 agencies as “Moderate
Intersectional Gender-Inclusivity”; and nine as “High
Intersectional Gender-Inclusivity.” Defining charac-
teristics for agencies in the “Low Intersectional Gen-
der-Inclusivity” category include little or no mention of
gender/related topics, policies or practices in place that
could potentially disadvantage marginalized groups,
and no recognition of intersectionality. For these agen-
cies, if gender was mentioned, it was typically only in
the context of general nondiscrimination statements
and/or equal opportunity statements. “Moderate In-
tersectional Gender-Inclusivity” agencies had some
mention of gender and other equity-related topics but
lacked intersectional considerations. Agencies in this
category had specific examples of gender equity con-
siderations mentioned, but they were either limited in
scope or isolated instances. Agencies in the “High In-
tersectional Gender-Inclusivity” category publicly dis-
cussed intersectionality (either explicitly or implicitly)
in discussions of gender-responsive efforts. Agencies in
this category had formal gender-responsive policies and
practices in place that were discussed.

In selecting transit agencies for participation, the goal
was to carefully promote representation within several
important factors that may have influenced how agencies
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view and pursue gender equity. Four factors were used in
the agency selection criteria: 1) intersectional gender in-
clusivity categories from the document analysis process;
2) geographic diversity (to maintain diverse representa-
tion from all U.S. Census divisions); 3) Metropolitan
Statistical Area population of transit agency (500,000—4
million and greater than 4 million); and 4) modes of tran-
sit service provided. In total, 30 agencies were selected for
participation in the interview portion of the study. Four
other agencies declined participation by virtue of nonre-
sponse; in these cases, alternate agencies meeting similar
selection criteria were identified.

The aim of the interviewee selection process was to
conduct an interview with the highest-ranking trans-
portation administrator from each agency that met the
following selection criteria: 1) has regular direct in-
volvement with their agency’s transit planning and de-
cision-making processes; 2) has knowledgeable insight
into transit operations decisions; and 3) has involvement
with their agency’s public engagement processes. It was
also a requirement that interviewees have a minimum of
one year tenure with the agency. Organizational charts
were collected for each agency to determine the high-
est-ranking transit planning administrators. Potential
interviewees were contacted via email, introduced to the
research, and the criteria for selection were discussed.
Participants were then invited to participate in an in-
terview via phone or video conferencing. If interviewees
did not meet the selection criteria, they were asked to
identify the next highest-ranking transit administrator
and the same protocol was followed. Interviewees were
provided with informed consent information detailing
their rights as a participant prior to the interview. In
some cases during the interview, questions were asked
that were outside of the knowledge or experience of the
selected interviewee. In these situations, interviewees
provided the contact information of another admin-
istrator within the agency and the same procedure for
interviewee recruitment and participation was followed.
For some agencies, one interviewee could provide ade-
quate insight into all the topics of the research, whereas
other interviewees' job duties were narrower in scope
and multiple interviews were needed from the agency
to fully explore all topics of study. Interviews were
conducted with administrators from each agency until
all content areas of the interview could be discussed,
resulting in a total of 45 interviews with participants
from the 30 U.S. transit agencies. Position titles held by



interviewees included General Manager/CEQ, Chief of
Planning, Transit Planner, Title VI Director and Chief
of Operations. It is important to also note that the
number of interviews was not strictly predetermined
prior to starting the research. IRB was approved based
on an approximate range determined by the goals of
this research and norms established in the literature.
The actual number of interviews conducted reflected an
effort to maintain a diverse representation of important
agency criteria described above, ensuring interviewees
from each agency could knowledgably speak to all areas
of study. Interviews continued until data saturation was
reached (Maxwell 2013). Data saturation is achieved
when the interviews continue to reveal similar patterns
and no new significant themes emerge (Maxwell 2013;
Tracy 2013). Utilizing active listening techniques and
note taking during the interview as well as drafting
summative memos at the conclusion of each interview
to document major topics discussed helped to deter-
mine when data saturation was reached.

Interviews ranged in length from approximately 35
minutes to one hour and 40 minutes, with an average of
48 minutes in length. Interviewees were guaranteed an-
onymity, an important measure to promote participant
openness and truthfulness (Rubin and Rubin 2012;
Tracy 2013). All interviews were electronically recorded
and transcribed to prepare for analysis.

Data Analysis and Data Trustworthiness

The primary data analysis method involved coding the
public documents and interview transcripts using MAX-
QDA qualitative coding software. The goal of the active
coding process was to lead to a “total immersion” into
the data to understand complexities and nuances while
deriving meaning (Saldana 2015, 41). Documents and
interview transcripts were read in their entirety and a
directed coding method was used to systematically code
the corpus of the data. Following the directed coding
technique, the primary and subcodes were established
based on the topic and derived from existing theory.
The theory and literature streams informing this coding
step include intersectionality theory, gendered mobility,
and transportation administration. This technique is
useful for conceptually organizing the data and working
to extend a theoretical framework (Saldana 2015).
During the second coding phase, the data were re-
read and an axial coding method was used to organize
codes and subcodes around nodes to recognize concep-
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tual themes and establish connections across the data
(Saldana 2015). In this phase, the coding was centered
around the primary codes while allowing for additional
codes and subcodes to capture emergent patterns and
themes. Axial coding was used as the process, and it is
particularly useful for revealing meaningful connections
across the data (Saldana 2015). From the cyclical cod-
ing process, the meaning of the data can be generated,
analyzed, and understood.

Several methods were used during the research pro-
cess to maintain trustworthiness of the findings. First, the
researcher made continuous efforts to check their biases
during the research design and analysis stage to prevent
forming premature conclusions. Throughout the inter-
view process and the data analysis stage, the researcher
frequently met with two expert peers to discuss emerging
patterns and themes. Peer debriefing can be an important
step in checking researcher biases and accurately inter-
preting qualitative findings (Roller and Lavrankas 2015;
Vogel and Hazelton-Boyle 2024). In this research, the
peer debriefing process with other experts involved estab-
lishing regular meetings to help make sense of the initial
data, connect findings to existing theory, interrogate and
address researcher biases through reflexivity, and gain ad-
vice in addressing any emergent challenges or concerns.
The peer debriefing process was particularly valuable in
this research for helping to process the often-heavy topics
that were discussed in the interviews. Additionally, mul-
tiple strategies described by Maxwell (2013), including
respondent validation, negative cases, and triangulation
were used to promote rigorous analysis and trustworthy
results. Respondent validation techniques were regularly
used during the interviews to confirm that the researcher
correctly understood what was being communicated by
the interviewee. Maxwell (2013) argues respondent val-
idation “is the single most important way of ruling out
the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what
participants say” (p. 244). Another technique utilized in
the analysis involved searching for negative cases, or the
intentional effort of examining potential discrepant data
to check for alternate explanations of the findings and
help ensure accurate conclusions are drawn from the data
(Maxwell 2013). Additionally, conducting both the con-
tent analysis and interviews helped to facilitate data trian-
gulation across multiple sources and types of data during
the data analysis phase. Triangulation is an important
step in maintaining trustworthiness of the data (Lune
and Berg 2017; Maxwell 2013). Using thick descriptions
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and direct quotations from interviews in the presentation
of the findings further promotes accuracy and authentic-
ity of the results (Brower, Abolafia, and Carr 2000).

Findings

This section integrates interview data as well as data
from the publicly available documents and websites
to discuss how intersectionality is present in the work
of transit agencies. While no interviewee claimed they
or their agency apply an intersectional view to the en-
tirety of their work in transit, a majority of interviewees
representing agencies in the “moderate intersectional
gender-inclusivity” category and all interviewees rep-
resenting “high intersectional gender-inclusivity” agen-
cies discussed elements of how they view their work and
gender equity in a manner that aligns with intersection-
ality. This suggests that intersectionality is understood
by a greater number of agencies than suggested by an-
alyzing publicly available documents, as only the nine
“high intersectional gender-inclusivity” agencies pub-
licly discussed concepts related to intersectionality.

Before discussing each theme in turn, Table 2 pro-
vides an overview of the findings as well as connections
to the core tenets of intersectionality advanced by Col-
lins and Bilge (2016) discussed previously. While the
core tenets are interconnected, Table 2 identifies the
ones most exemplified by each theme. As a reminder,
the interviewer did not use the terms “intersectionality”
or “intersections” in questioning unless the interviewee
had previously named and discussed it themselves.
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Intersectionality as an Analytic Tool

The primary way in which intersectionality is used in the
work of public transit agencies and administrators involved
in this study is as an analytic tool. The analytic tool is use-
ful for administrators to orient themselves to their work
broadly and provides a distinct lens for pursuing equity
considerations. Interviewees embracing intersectionality
frequently explained how intersectionality enables admin-
istrators to situate contemporary challenges within broader
social, economic, and historical contexts. Discussing the
impetus for bringing equity into the decision-making con-
versation in their agency, one interviewee stated:

To be honest, we only started a lot of these con-
versations very recently, within the past couple of
years. They happened because of what was going on
in our country. For too long, transit ignored what
was going on in our society. But I very much think
about these big issues like the #MeToo movement,
George Floyd and police violence toward Black
and Brown folks, rising homelessness, economic
inequality and uncertainty brought about by the
COVID-19 pandemic, and recently weve seen
an increase in violence toward Asian-Americans
in public spaces. All of these things do affect our
transit agency and we can’t just pretend they aren’t
happening. (Interviewee #19)

Similarly, in publicly discussing the agency’s anti-
harassment efforts, the Metro Transit Minneapolis web-
site states:

Table 2. Overview of Findings and Connections to Core Tenets of Intersectionality

Theme Description Core Tenets of Intersectionality
Exemplified
Intersectionality as an Analytic Tool | Intersectionality is used as a means for ad- ¢ Relationality
ministrators to orient themselves to their *  Social context
work and provides a distinct lens for pursu- e Social equity
ing equity considerations in transit e Complexity
¢ Power
*  Social justice
Intersectionality to Respond to | Intersectionality is used by transit adminis- ¢ Relationality
Conflicting Transit Safety Concerns | trators to recognize and respond to differing e Social justice
safety concerns e Power
Applying Intersectionality to Data | Intersectionality is used to address short- ¢ Relationality
and Decision-Making comings of commonly used transit data; ¢ Complexity
intersectionality is used in decision-making e Social equity
to advance social equity




We understand our community is hurting, whether
from pandemic-related discrimination against
Asian-Americans and Pacific Islanders; the weight
of the recent police killings and related trial and
civil unrest; or the ongoing issues of gender-based

or sexual harassment.

Relatedly, several interviewees recognized the im-
portance of making the connection between systems of
power and gender inequity in thinking about contem-
porary equity challenges:

We can't talk about gender equity without first un-
derstanding sexism and misogyny and how prev-
alent they are in our society and sort of built into
our transit systems. And then things like transpho-
bia, homophobia, rape culture further perpetuate
systems of gender inequity. (Interviewee #32)

Many interviewees were actively aware of the histor-
ical role transit has played in furthering social inequi-
ties, and interviewees see recognizing this as crucial to
their current work as transit administrators, as an inter-
viewee described:

There’s a lot of ways in which there have been at-
tacks on the mind, body, and spirit specifically of
Black, Indigenous, and Native women and Latinx
women as well. So, to truly be equitable and inclu-
sive means we have to come to terms with what our
role has been in the past with that, because most
people have not been intentional and transparent
and open about this kind of work throughout their

entire systems. (Interviewee #106)

Finally, agencies that viewed gender equity within
an intersectional frame recognized that the pursuit of
equity is an ongoing and complex process. An inter-
viewee discusses how in their view, the complexity of

equity work should be embraced:

Our agency has “check the box syndrome” where
we feel like we've done the diversity thing or the eq-
uity thing, and really, what we need to understand
is that this is a journey; and it is going to be full
of bumps and roadblocks. This stuff is messy and
complex and that is okay. I think some people find
it unsettling that equity work isn't finished and that
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you have to have a consistent commitment to mak-
ing our system better for everyone. There shouldn’t
be a destination with equity work, there’s always
more to do. (Interviewee # 40)

Embracing, rather than resisting, the complexity as
well as the ongoing and evolving nature of equity work
is an important component of being able to use inter-
sectionality as an analytic tool in the practice of public
administration.

Highlights from Practice: Bay Area Rapid Transits Not
One More Girl Initiative

One exemplary example of an agency integrating in-
tersectionality as a foundational concept in their work
to achieve gender equity is San Francisco Bay Area
Rapid Transit’s (BART) “Not One More Girl” initia-
tive. “Not One More Girl” initiative is a campaign
“led primarily by girls and gender-expansive youth of
color, aimed at stopping gender-based violence and
sexual harassment on public transportation” (BART
2023). An interviewee explained that before launching
the campaign, the initiative leaders (which included
the youth leaders in partnership with top BART of-
ficials and partnering local nonprofits), undertook a
systematic process to understand the experiences that

girls and gender expansive youth of color have when
riding BART:

We talked to as many people as we could. We went
into local schools to talk to as many girls as possi-
ble and hear their experiences on our service. We
wanted to better understand the direct experience of
girls and gender expansive youth of color because the
overlapping of marginalized identities does in fact
shape a unique experience when using our system . . .
They had a lot to share, some of which was really
heartbreaking. And their direct lived experiences
really steered the direction of the campaign. (In-
terviewee #23)

“Not One More Gitl” seeks to not only mitigate ha-
rassment but, “dismantle the systems that have enabled
gender-based violence and instead create systems of em-
powerment for riders,” according to the agency website.
The campaign, which includes the slogan of “mas fem-
inismo, menos machismo,” Spanish for more feminism
and less machismo, contains a range of efforts from
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awareness of the importance of bystander intervention,
the addition of sexual harassment as a reporting cate-
gory for BART police, the hiring of transit ambassadors
and crisis intervention specialists as well as a range of
resources of victims of sexual harassment or violence,
including nonpolice resources.

Information about the campaign’s effort to eliminate
gender-based violence and sexual harassment on tran-
sit was shared using visual art, a zine (a self-published
booklet), and more traditional campaign posters. The
initiative also includes “healing kids” that were devel-
oped by the girls and gender-expansive youth of color
that include items such as healing crystals, spoken word
poems, wellness journal prompts, afhirmations for gitls,
a healing meditation, and a feminist anthems Spotify
playlist to help victims of gender-based violence and
sexual harassment in their healing journey.

The agency website specifically discusses how the anti-
harassment campaign was carefully designed to avoid
placing responsibility on the person being assaulted. The
youth involved in helping to lead the campaign were paid
$18 per hour for their work, which an interviewee from
the agency stated, “Paying them was a non-negotiable.

. We insisted they be paid for their work, because we
value their work and their ideas” (Interviewee #23).

The campaign culminated with a series of signage
and posters on transit vehicles. Two of the posters from
the campaign, depicted in Figure 1, feature girls and
gender-expansive youth of color to publicly raise aware-
ness about the harassment they experience and that it is
not tolerated by the agency.

Intersectionality to Respond to Competing Transit
Safety Concerns
As argued by Collins and Bilge (2016), intersection-
ality offers a frame that resists dualistic thinking that
puts concepts against one another and in competition
for scarce resources. While this concept of relational-
ity is certainly difficult and not adopted in most cases,
there are several examples from this study, primarily in
“high intersectional gender-inclusivity” agencies, where
transit agencies are embracing relationality to work to
address the gender-specific transit safety needs of mul-
tiple groups simultaneously. Interviewees emphasized
that this differs from prevailing prior approaches, which
place the safety needs of different groups in competition
with one another.

Interviewees often described how safety on transit
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is one of the primary concerns they hear from the
public; however, interviewees explain that various
groups have differing perceptions of what would
make them feel safe on transit. For example, White
women typically report wanting additional police
presence on transit to feel safe, whereas Black men
describe that because of increasing police officer-in-
volved violence toward Black men, transit police do
not make them feel safe. An interviewee explains that

Figure 1. Posters from Bay Area Transit’s Not One
More Girl Campaign
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Source: BART (2021).



in their view, carefully understanding and respond-
ing to this tension through a trauma-informed lens is
crucial for achieving equity:

If we want to achieve gender equity, I think we have
to recognize how our transit systems have contrib-
uted to the trauma that people of different gen-
ders and groups carry when using our system. We
have Black men traumatized by our transit police
force and we have so many women and LGBTQIA
folks who carry the trauma of past sexual harass-
ment. And anything we do in the name of equity
has to be trauma informed and we have to work to
prevent further trauma and further harm. (Inter-
viewee #16)

Similarly, another interviewee described hearing this
tension from members of the public when their agency
did a public outreach campaign:

We really clearly saw differences in what was be-
ing asked for by different groups of people. And
women were almost across the board asking for ad-
ditional police presence, naming safety as their first
concern and one of the biggest impacts on their
navigation of our system. And then we had Black
men saying that they don’t ride because of the po-
lice and the police presence inherently makes them
feel unwelcome there. We spoke to formerly incar-
cerated folks who said they would come out of be-
ing in the carceral system and would get on public
transportation, and when there was a police officer
there, their trauma response and understanding
of what they were supposed to do in those mo-
ments got completely disoriented and they didn
feel comfortable or safe to be there. So, you know,
how do we hold both of those things and how do
we hold them at the same time? We're working on
answering that, but we know looking at alterna-
tives to police presence has to happen. (Interviewee
#23)

Another interviewee also described the importance
of reevaluating the use of transit police to ensure the
safety of transit users:

We are a white city in a very white state, and for
a long time our agency’s response to any safety

INTERSECTIONALITY IN PRACTICE | 303

concern was more police, more police, more po-
lice. And we have a lot of white women who use
our system during the middle of the day who say
they want more police to make them feel safer.
But with all of the conversations our country has
had recently, now we’re taking a step back and
recognizing that policing cannot be the answer.
Since I am a Black woman, I've had other Black
people and countless Black men who rely on our
system tell me that when they see a police offi-
cer get on their train, they get off and walk to
their destination or wait for the next train. So,
our transit police do not make everyone auto-
matically feel safer and we are recognizing that.”
(Interviewee #2)

Recognizing that race and gender intersect to con-
tribute to differing safety needs on public transit and
perceptions of police officers, agencies are employing
a variety of techniques aimed at working to ensure ev-
eryone feels safe on transit. One of the primary alter-
natives to armed officers discussed by interviewees is
hiring community ambassadors trained in de-escala-
tion and/or mental health professionals. When asked
about alternatives to armed officers, one interviewee
explained:

We are rolling out a lot of alternatives, like our
community ambassadors, who are riding the trains
unarmed and with the intention of having those
eyes on the train, but in a way that leads with care
and concern and not with aggression and assuming
the worst. (Interviewee #32)

In describing their agency’s community ambassa-
dors program, another interviewee discussed the impor-
tance of mental health professionals in responding to
transit incidents:

We recently hired a therapist who works with the
transit ambassadors and plan to hire two more, so
the hope is that when there’s a mental health crisis,
the transit ambassadors respond instead of transit
police and get someone immediate help. (Inter-
viewee #41)

Other alternatives to armed policing frequently
discussed by agencies in this study that recognize the
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importance of balancing safety concerns include in-
creased training for transit operators, designing tran-
sit stops with increased safety measures, adopting
mobile phone apps and increased electronic signage,
and enhanced lighting. The King County Metro
Transit Department Strategic Plan discusses a myr-
iad of proposed nonpolice safety-enhancing features
that will add to the safety of women and gender and
sexual minorities:

These (safety enhancing features) will promote a
feeling of physical and emotional safety, improving
the customer experience, and helping increase tran-
sit usage. Amenities could include lighting, shel-
ters, seating, accessible signage (including real-time
information signs), informational campaigns, and
setbacks from traffic lanes. Such amenities will
focus on areas with higher proportions of prior-
ity populations and will promote greater safety for
women and LGBTQIA+ people. (King County
Metro Strategic Plan for Public Transportation
2021-2031, 50)

Applying Intersectionality to Data and Decision-
Making

A key aspect of intersectionality is viewing social in-
equities not in isolation, but in connection to one an-
other (Collins and Blige 2016). This important way of
conceptualizing social equity was recognized by a ma-
jority of interviewees in the “moderate intersectional
gender inclusivity” category (71%) and all in the “high
intersectional gender inclusivity” category, but as one
interviewee explained, is not the primary way in which
social equity is viewed within transit and has impli-
cations for the data and information used to inform
decision-making:

I get really frustrated with a lot of the conversa-
tions around social equity that happen in our de-
partment. When we talk about equity stuff, we get
so caught up on looking at race or income or gen-
der or people with disabilities by themselves. It’s
almost like some people forget that you can be in
all categories at once. For instance, you can be a
poor Latina with a disability. And those people do
exist! And they exist on our very own system! But
the way in which we conduct our equity analyses
currently totally misses the point and tries to put
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people in these tiny boxes they don’t fit into. (In-
terviewee #31)

Traditionally, mostly quantitative data is used to in-
form a majority of transit decisions. While such data
has its strengths, it often involves aggregate data with
strict categorization of individuals, which overlooks the
interconnected and intersectional nature of the com-
munities in which transit serves. Several interviewees
explained how they use their understanding of intersec-
tionality to challenge decisions that are made by simple
categorizations and aggregate data without acknowledg-
ing the limitations:

I am always trying to make sure our decisions em-
brace an intersectional understanding...We still
make data-informed decisions, but I have been
working to make sure that data is heavily contextu-
alized. (Interviewee #31)

For the agencies and interviewees who recognized
the importance of considering inequities in connection
to one another, doing so often requires changing the
types of decision-making information. Several inter-
viewees described their work to incorporate qualitative
data in an attempt to understand the connections and
relationships between different groups, as described by
the following interviewee:

We recently took a hard look at how we collect
data and the types of data we collect and decided to
incorporate some qualitative stuff to supplement in
certain areas. So far, we've conducted some virtual
focus groups, and they were really eye-opening for
me. I used to consider myself a numbers guy—and
I still do—but I learned through our focus groups
that the numbers don’t always paint the whole pic-
ture of what is going on with our riders. (Inter-
viewee #18)

Another interviewee from a different agency also
stated:

The numbers are one thing, but they don’t tell
the whole story. We recently have also been really
pushing for focus groups to try to understand how
some of these complex and intertwined equity is-
sues come into play in transit. (Interviewee #45)



These examples suggest that intersectionality has the
potential to serve as an important tool informing the
work of public administrators, particularly when tradi-
tional approaches fall short.

Highlights from Practice: Los Angeles Metros Understand-
ing How Women Travel Report

In 2019, the Los Angeles Metro released Understanding
How Women Travel, a comprehensive analysis of wom-
en’s travel patterns in Los Angeles with the purpose of
developing action items and informing future transpor-
tation policy and decision-making. The report is the only
case from the data in this study where a transit agency
analyzed comprehensive gender-based transit needs
throughout their service area in a detailed and systematic
manner. The findings revealed significant differences in
how women travel, including that in comparison to men,
women tend to take many more trips, shorter trips, travel
to more destinations, and conduct more caretaking trips.
In addition, the report found that women are more likely
to trip-chain (combining multiple designations into a
single trip) and more likely to travel midday when transit
service is reduced. The report concludes that these find-
ings of women’s travel patterns:

Show that women may need to adjust their own
schedule and travel needs to accommodate others,
and in doing so, give up some of their own auton-

omy and control over when and how they travel. (9)

The report explicitly acknowledged how the agency
has traditionally relied on aggregate data, which ignores
the specific mobility needs of women and how gender
intersects with other marginalized identities:

Even in cases where gender information is collected,
the agency has never disaggregated its data analysis
by gender to understand the unique travel patterns
and preferences of women. Despite the known gen-
der disparities in travel behaviors, the data and anal-
ysis that inform the most important transportation
planning decisions at Metro remain gender neutral.
(Understanding How Women Travel, 5)

The report goes on to explain that in addition to dis-
aggregating data, qualitative methods including partici-
pant observation, interviews, focus groups, participatory
workshops, and “pop up workshops” were used to cap-
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ture the intersectional needs and identify the specific and
unique travel burdens experienced by women of color,
women with disabilities, older women, women traveling
with children, and women below the poverty line.

Intersectionality and Stroller and Fare Policies

Another area in which transit agencies in this study are
actively using an intersectional approach is by modify-
ing transit policies to reflect that gender and parenthood
intersect to shape distinct mobility challenges. One
area in which this comes up frequently is surrounding
whether to allow open strollers onboard transit vehicles.
Official websites for agencies such as Cleveland Regional
Transit District, San Francisco Muni, and Metro Tran-
sit Minneapolis describe recent changes to their policies
that allow for children to remain in strollers while in
transit. Interviewees working for agencies that made
such stroller policy changes described the importance
of recognizing how gender intersects with parenthood
to shape mobility challenges, such as the difficulty of
requiring folded strollers:

I am a single mom and I know firsthand how dif-
ficult it is to have a squirmy toddler in one arm
and a folded stroller in another. It was myself
and several other moms in our agency who really
pushed [agency] to change the stroller policy. Our
official policy now is that as long as the child is
secured in the stroller and the stroller brake is on
and the stroller is not blocking the aisle, then we
welcome open strollers. I think it was a great thing

for women and children. (Interviewee #14)

Additionally, agencies describe the financial chal-
lenges of passengers who are primarily women, traveling
with young children. The Denver Regional Transpor-
tation District planning documents acknowledge that
the agency’s existing fare policy is a burden for minority
communities, including women and LGBTQ individ-
uals, and seek their feedback in the agency’s fare study.

Interviewees frequently described their agency’s
efforts to reduce the cost of traveling with children.
While many agencies have policies allowing children
under a certain age to ride for free, other agencies limit
the number of children who can ride for free with each
adult, and others require children to pay full fare. One
interviewee described their view of the importance of a

reduced child fare:
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We're looking at reducing the cost of traveling with
children and hope to launch a 50% off for children’s
fare next year. Think about it, women traveling with
three children, that adds up and it is expensive for
them to use transit. (Interviewee #45)

Another interviewee described starting preliminary
conversations around raising the age of children who
ride for free:

Right now, we allow children under six to travel for
free with an adult, but I've started conversations
around “what if we increase that to 12?” I believe
that would make a big impact for women, espe-
cially low-income women, traveling with children.

(Interviewee #37)

Discussion

Through the perspective of U.S. public transit agencies,
this research demonstrates that intersectionality can be
and is used as a meaningful lens to inform the prac-
tice of public administration and further equity-related
work. This study revealed that intersectionality helps
administrators recognize the complicated interconnect-
edness between systems of power and personal identity,
which in turn, provides a useful framework for helping
administrators better respond to the unique equity-
related challenges experienced by the public they serve.

This study revealed that there are specific areas in which
public transit administrators have used intersectionality to
directly inform their work. From balancing differing safety
needs, to the data and information used in transit deci-
sion-making, to ensuring transit policies are inclusive, in-
tersectionality is used by transit administrators in specific
scenarios to serve the public more equitably. Intersection-
ality scholars have argued that transformational change is
needed to fully embrace intersectionality and achieve eq-
uity outcomes (see Collins 2019). However, many of the
scenarios revealed in this study where intersectionality is
practiced are small, incremental measures. This is unsur-
prising given the norms of public administration favor
incremental changes over radical, transformational change
(Blessett 2020). Further research would benefit from ex-
ploring the long-term potential and impact of incremen-
tally pursuing intersectionality.

While this research helped to document the impor-
tance of intersectionality and examine instances where in-
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tersectionality informs public transit administration, it is
important to reiterate that a majority of transit agencies
involved in this study were found to lack an intersectional
understanding and approach in their work. Therefore, ad-
ditional work is needed to ensure agencies understand that
a failure to utilize intersectionality in situations where it is
warranted may perpetuate and institutionalize inequities.

All of the “high intersectional gender-inclusivity”
agencies, which publicly discussed intersectionality are
in historically politically liberal cities, which may help
explain why the agency publicly values gender equity
and practices intersectionality, as equity efforts within
public agencies are often influenced by the views of
the public in which they serve (Guy and McCandless
2020). However, other agencies and interviewees em-
bracing intersectionality in their work are from cities
and states with a wide range of political leanings, sug-
gesting further research is needed to understand the
locus of considering intersectionality within agencies.
Additionally, this study focused on transit agencies with
an MSA population of 500,000 and above and at least
a $10 million operating budget. Future research would
benefit from examining the ways in which intersection-
ality informs the work of smaller transit agencies.

Some of the scenarios in this study where intersection-
ality is considered are described by participants as being
in the discussion or planning stages. This suggests that
intersectionality is gaining traction in the work of tran-
sit agencies but has not been a priority for an extended
period of time. Since these efforts are recent, many inter-
viewees communicated they do not have ample resources
to understand what other agencies are doing; hopefully,
this research serves as one touchstone for transit agencies
as intersectionality in transit becomes an increasingly im-
portant framework for transit administration.

Conclusion

Transit does not exist within a raceless, classless, gen-
derless vacuum, and transit agencies must recognize
that intersectionality offers an important framework for
conceptualizing and responding to the interconnected
nature of social identities that shape an individual’s vul-
nerability when using public transportation. While this
research sought to be robust and comprehensive, it is
not an attempt at making vast generalizations or cap-
turing every instance in which intersectionality is used
in practice. Rather, this research serves to take conversa-



tions on intersectionality in public administration from
theory to practice by demonstrating ways in which
practitioners understand and apply intersectionality in
their work. In so doing, it is clear that intersectional-
ity offers practitioners significant opportunity to more
fully understand and respond to disparities and help
create more equitable communities for all.
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