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COMMUTE MODE SHIFT IN BOISE
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
As high single-occupant vehicle (SOV) usage is typically accompanied by increased 
congestion and more pollution, many cities have begun to pursue policy agendas aimed at 
reducing the amount of SOVs on the road. This is often paired with increasing the use of 
alternative transportation methods such as carpooling, bicycling, or public transit options 
like buses. Towards that end, the City of Boise has stated its commitment to educating and 
encouraging its residents to use alternative modes of transportation—or, rather, shift their 
mode of transportation.1

In order to better understand common barriers to mode shift and best practices to 
encourage wider adoption among the population, the city partnered with the Idaho Policy 
Institute (IPI) to conduct a third-party analysis of transportation mode shift. In addition, 
this study seeks to identify what characteristics are shared by likely mode shifters in order 
to better inform policy decisions going forward.

This study’s major findings include: 

• Encouragement from policy makers is a vital component of success in breaking 
existing transportation habits.

• Boise has a high incidence of SOV usage (over 80% 
of commuters). While SOV usage remains high in the 
downtown area, it also has more diverse mode use 
patterns, with greater bicycle and bus usage than the 
rest of the city. The relative success of the downtown 
area in diversifying mode choice can help identify and 
inform successful policy approaches citywide.

• While many barriers to mode shift exist, it is important 
to understand individuals are affected by specific barriers in different ways. While 
some barriers are real and require physical solutions (such as additional infrastructure), 
others are only perceived barriers and can be addressed through targeted awareness 
campaigns.

• Best practices for encouraging mode shift include a structured, data-driven approach 
and the employment of push and pull measures, such as parking management policies 
that push commuters away from SOV usage or financial subsidies that pull commuters 
toward mode shift alternatives. These policies can take the form of free bus passes, 
new infrastructure, or employer benefits.

• Having transportation policy goals in mind when making decisions in non-
transportation areas creates a better environment for success.
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This report begins by looking at commuting habits in Boise at-large and its downtown area 
specifically. It then examines common barriers to transportation mode shift, followed by a 
summary of best practices for encouraging mode shift within the population. The report 
concludes with a look at the characteristics of a typical mode shifter and summarizes 
alternatives that the city might consider in order to achieve its goal of encouraging mode 
shift behavior among its residents.

BOISE CITY COMMUTING HABITS
The City of Boise has a high incidence of SOV usage. According to the U.S. Census’ 
American Community Survey (ACS), 88% of daily commutes are made via car—including 
both SOV and carpool options. A 2019 Idaho Policy Institute (IPI) survey of downtown 
Boise commuters2 shows an even greater percentage of car usage, with 95% indicating 
that a car is typically part of their daily commute.

Downtown Boise differs from other Boise neighborhoods 
in terms of alternative modes of transportation, such as 
riding bicycles, walking, or taking public transportation. 
Bicycle usage sees the greatest difference, with 3% of 
commuters city-wide reporting cycling to work compared 
to 18% of downtown workers. Similar differences are found 
among commuters who walk or use public transportation 
options like buses; the percentage is higher for downtown 
workers. While car usage remains high throughout Boise, 
transportation mode choice is much more diversified in the downtown area. These 
commuting habits are summarized in Table 1.

According to the ACS, over half of Boise City residents who commute (60%) reported a 
travel time of 20 minutes or less, while the longest commute was over an hour.

INTRODUCTION

TABLE 1: OVERVIEW OF COMMUTE MODE CHOICE IN BOISE
Boise City

U.S. Census ACS
(2018 5-year estimates)

Downtown Boise Area
Idaho Policy Institute DMC 

Survey (2019)*

Drive Alone 80% 89%

Carpool 8% 6%

Bicycle 3% 18%

Walk 2% 9%

Public Transportation <1% 8%

Other 7% 5%
* Downtown Mobility Collaborative survey respondents were asked which transportation modes they 
typically used in their commute and could indicate more than one option; as such, percentages do not add 
to 100.

Boise City:
80% SOV
8% carpool
Downtown Boise:
89% SOV
6% carpool
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While total travel times are not available for all downtown 
Boise commuters, 72% of those who walked or biked to the 
bus stop reported that their journey took six minutes or less. 
Respondents 45 years old and younger were more likely to 
walk or ride to their bus stop, although responses exceeded 
50% for all age groups.3

Knowing the existing transportation habits of commuters is 
critical in order to identify both areas of improvement and 
successful strategies for encouraging mode shift. Next, this 
report reviews some of the common barriers to mode shift 
and how they can be overcome.

TRANSPORTATION MODE SHIFT BARRIERS
In a general sense, barriers determine whether individuals are willing and able to change 
their behavior. According to the Toronto Cycling Think & Do Tank, individuals and 
communities experience different combinations of barriers. “Once barriers are identified 
a more targeted and context-specific approach to promote the desired behavior change 
can be implemented, ensuring best results.”4 To reduce or eliminate barriers to behavior 
change, barriers must first be identified and understood in context.

This section considers the following barriers to shifting individuals’ transportation modes 
and their applicability to Boise’s context: (1) habit, (2) time and distance, (3) reliability 
and frequency, (4) safety, (5) convenience and comfort, and (6) weather.

HABIT
One of the primary barriers to mode shift is the individual tendency to rely on existing 
habits. When choosing a mode of transportation, a person’s past behavior is strongly 
correlated with their future behavior.5 In many parts of the United States, including Boise, 
this translates to an overreliance on SOVs. Car dependency is appealing because it is 
perceived as “more comfortable, flexible, and faster for supporting busy lifestyles” than 
other transport alternatives.6 As a result, having access to a car often prevents individuals 
from choosing another mode of transportation. 

According to ACS figures, 99% of Boise workers have access to at least one vehicle and 
nearly 9 of 10 workers commute by driving a car, truck, or van.7 Even in downtown Boise, 
where there are fewer physical and socioeconomic barriers to shifting modes, IPI’s recent 
survey found that 76% of workers have not switched from driving alone to another form 
of transportation, suggesting that existing habits are particularly strong.8 To reduce the 
habitual barrier, Boise residents could be encouraged to sample alternative modes of 
transportation, possibly leading some to reconsider their dependency on SOVs.

TIME AND DISTANCE
Farther distances and longer trip times often encourage people to choose personal 
vehicles over walking, bicycling, and public transportation. A market research study 

Boise City:
Average commute 
time is 19 minutes

Downtown Boise:
72% of bus riding 
commuters work 
within six minutes
of their bus stop
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of people who use transit infrequently suggests the two main barriers to public 
transportation are lack of access and that it is time consuming or slow. An overwhelming 
majority of respondents said they were “definitely or probably willing to try transit if 
[their] primary barrier was removed.”9 Longer travel times and more effort also lead to less 
desire for people to travel by bicycle.10

FIGURE 1: TRAVEL TIME FROM BUS STOP TO RESIDENCE AMONG DOWNTOWN 
COMMUTERS WHO USE THE BUS

Source: Idaho Policy Institute, Downtown Mobility Collaborative Survey (2019)
Note: n=71, percentages do not add to 100 due to rounding
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FIGURE 2: TRAVEL TIME FROM BUS STOP TO WORKPLACE AMONG DOWNTOWN 
COMMUTERS WHO USE THE BUS

Source: Idaho Policy Institute, Downtown Mobility Collaborative Survey (2019)
Note: n=71
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As shown in Figures 1 and 2, among workers in downtown Boise who commute by bus, 
over 20% report traveling 10 or more minutes to the bus stop from their residence or place 
of work.11 However, this figure does not capture the number of workers who avoid taking 
the bus altogether due to much longer travel times. Time and distance may act as barriers 
to some Boise residents’ willingness to change modes. As a result, these barriers could be 
reduced by providing more access, such as shortening the distance to bus stops and faster 
travel times.

RELIABILITY AND FREQUENCY
Another barrier to mode shift exists if public transit is, or is perceived as, unreliable, 
especially since car travel is often seen as a reliable and predictable mode of 
transportation. Similarly, lower frequencies make public transportation more inconvenient, 
given the associated waiting times and planning ahead required to reach a destination 
on time.12 In parts of Boise, these can act as barriers since the regional transit system has 
limited frequencies on some of its bus lines, and the system’s limited hours of service 
cannot compete with the reliability and flexibility of a personal vehicle. More frequent 
service and better hours on bus lines could reduce these barriers for Boise residents.

SAFETY
Bicycling is often perceived as less safe than driving a car or other transportation 
alternatives, including walking and taking public transit. People are less likely to bike if 
they believe there is a higher risk of having a collision.13 Adding to this fear is evidence 
suggesting that people remember dangerous routes better than normal routes.14 Whether 
cycling is objectively safe or unsafe may be context-specific, but subjective fears can 
serve as a perceptual barrier to mode shift. Interestingly, a study in California found 
that cities with higher bicycling rates have a lower risk of fatalities among all road users 
(vehicle occupants, pedestrians, and bicyclists) since bike-friendly cities tend to have safer 
street networks.15 The concerns of safety-minded Boise residents could be alleviated with 
improved and more connected bicycle routes, while awareness campaigns could dispel 
some of the myths surrounding bicycle safety.

CONVENIENCE AND COMFORT
While bicyclists’ perceived level of comfort is also largely subjective, it too is a 
common barrier. For instance, a survey of bicyclists found that those “who bicycled 
for commuting purposes, who made shorter trips, who bicycled more frequently, and 
who had more exposure to downtown bicycling reported higher levels of [perceived 
comfort].”16 Otherwise, people with less biking experience may expect a bike ride to be 
less comfortable and enjoyable, and as a result opt to drive to their destination instead. 
Similarly, several studies have shown the “convenience and flexibility of the car as a 
significant barrier to mode shift” compared to the inconvenient nature of public transit.17 
To clear up misperceptions regarding these barriers, Boise residents could be encouraged 
to try alternative modes of transportation before making assumptions about their levels of 
convenience and comfort.
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WEATHER
Unpleasant weather serves as a barrier to all types of mode shift. While public transit 
vehicles, such as buses, may offer protection against the elements, people are exposed 
to the weather while getting to and waiting at transit stops. Days with bad weather “may 
form a barrier…and also reinforce other barriers by making station access and the waiting 
experience more unpleasant than would otherwise be the case, particularly if access is by 
bike or on foot or if no sheltered waiting areas are available.”18 Such conditions are even 
more prohibitive to walking and biking.

Boise’s seasonal extremes add to the barriers of choosing alternative modes of 
transportation. Hazardous air quality and hot temperatures in the summer and freezing 
temperatures in the winter can make biking to work or waiting at the bus stop an 
unpleasant experience, reinforcing residents’ reliance on personal vehicles. However, 
high bicycle commuting rates among midwestern cities with severe winter conditions 
suggests this is more of a perceptual barrier. Research also shows that the weather is less 
of a barrier in cities that have safe infrastructure and winter maintenance for bike lanes.19 
As a result, more durable biking infrastructure and maintenance, in addition to education 
efforts, could lead more Boise residents to choose to commute by alternative modes 
regardless of the time of year.

POLICY STRATEGIES
To reduce or eliminate barriers to behavior change, barriers must first be identified and 
understood in context. This section identifies several barriers to transportation mode 
shift among Boise residents, including habit, time and distance, reliability and frequency, 
safety, convenience and comfort, and weather. Although this examination was bounded by 
barriers applicable to Boise’s context, individuals may be more or less affected by different 
combinations of barriers depending on their circumstances.

It is important to note the difference between real and perceived barriers. For instance, 
one may assume that commuting by bicycle is less safe 
or more uncomfortable than driving a car, but the actual 
disadvantages of shifting modes may be less of an issue 
in reality. This suggests that perceptual barriers could be 
reduced by awareness campaigns. 

Other barriers could be mediated by encouraging mode 
shift sampling, increasing access to and frequency of 
public transportation, and improving walking and bicycling 
infrastructure. By reducing these barriers, residents may 
be more willing to commute by alternative modes of 
transportation.

In the next section, this report outlines and examines best practices for encouraging mode 
shift among residents.
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BEST PRACTICES FOR MODE SHIFT
Mode shift can be encouraged through a variety of best practices. These include              
(1) a general step-by-step process, (2) targeting push and pull measures, (3) employing 
behavioral policy techniques, (4) implementation of technology, and (5) creating a broad 
policy landscape conducive to alternative transportation.

STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS
Throughout best practices, a specific step-by-step process has been effective in 
driving mode shift. The first step involves measuring existing mode shares, followed by 
conducting an analysis of mode share potential. On the basis of these data, the next step 
is to establish mode share targets and begin developing policies to meet those targets. 
Following the funding of those policies, the final step is implementing them.20 

For instance, if on the basis of their mode share analysis a city were to establish a target 
of reducing private car use to a desired level, potential policy options would include road 
pricing, such as implementing congestion zones, and driving or parking restrictions in 
high-use areas, such as downtown Boise.21 Research suggests providing alternatives that 
people find appealing and will actually use is often a successful strategy to encourage 
mode shift toward other forms of transportation. This is especially true when policies are 
paired with personal stories and positive marketing efforts.22

As a result, developing policies with this incremental step-by-step process in mind and 
pairing them with appropriate marketing efforts is one practice that can help lead to 
successful mode shift.

PUSH AND PULL MEASURES
To facilitate mode shift, there are both push and pull measures. Where push measures 
deter people from private car use, pull measures typically attract them to alternatives 
such as transit. Common push measures include congestion charging and parking 
regulations. Alternatively, pull measures usually involve developing policies that address 
several of the barriers identified in the previous section, including cost, safety and security, 
comfort, frequency, reliability, journey time, and ease of use.23 

Urban planning can act as both a push and pull measure. For example, closing street 
access to cars can push individuals to transportation alternatives with greater access, 
while the availability of bike racks, end of trip facilities, and other infrastructure can act 
to pull individuals away from private car use. As such, policies can be developed to target 
both push and pull factors in mode shift.

A Seattle-area study helps demonstrate how parking management (a push measure) 
and financial subsidies for alternatives (a pull measure) can incentivize a mode shift.24 
Researchers found that higher SOV parking charges, great discounts for HOV parking, 
and lower onsite ratios for parking space all made commuters more likely to choose 
alternatives to driving alone.25 Additionally, implementing direct financial subsidies that 
applied to alternative modes positively impacted commuters to choose transportation 
options other than driving alone, though it is important for employers to both provide 
services to help commuters understand the programs offered as well as send supportive 
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signals.26 Ultimately, researchers found that HOV infrastructure and raising awareness 
contributed to commuters shifting away from driving alone to work.

BEHAVIORAL POLICY TECHNIQUES
There are also several behavioral components to encouraging mode shift. Within 
behavioral solutions, there are three broad categories: (1) incentivizing commuters to try it 
again, (2) making it a habit, and (3) using it well.27 

In order to encourage commuters to try it again, research suggests that policies should 
nudge people at opportune moments (such as after moving or starting a new job), 
reframe and promote opportunities for real time trip tracking, implement “try before you 
buy” incentives, target messaging at negative perceptions of public transportation, and 
simplify the payment process.28 Studies observe that “when people face uncertainty and 
are searching for information, they are more open or susceptible to trying new travel 
choices,”29 and policies that target such situations, including higher gas prices or a change 
in housing or employment, will be more effective at creating effective mode shift.

In terms of making it a habit, one effective strategy that has been used is for policies 
to focus on leveraging defaults, such as requiring opt-outs rather than opt-ins—for 
example, automatically refilling a transit card each month instead of requiring the user 
do it manually. Another option is to implement creative incentives to encourage more 
alternative mode usage.30 Additionally, evoking personal values and identity in messaging, 
increasing salience of messaging, and helping people commit to a plan has also been 
found to be effective.31

Finally, when it comes to using it well, policies that help ensure once a habit is established 
it is continued are often successful. This is typically accomplished by making the 
transportation alternative an attractive option and can be reinforced by policies that 
make the ride more social, redistribute demand using gamification, and cause residents to 
rethink their commute.32 

A case study in California helps illustrate the success of a behavioral policy approach. 
The study, which happened to coincide with increasing gas prices, examined the effect 
of a free bus pass on commuters’ choice of mode to travel to work.33 For three months 
drivers were offered a free bus pass in exchange for their parking permits. Once the three 
months were up, those participating in the study had the choice of getting their parking 
permit back or buying a 50%-subsidized bus pass. The study used a social marketing 
approach, where a free sample serves as an incentive, though they note “the sample must 
be generous.”34 At the conclusion of the study, “of the 381 enrolled in the experiment, 
70% continued to use transit (or alternative transportation) after the trial. Only 114 (30%) 
returned to parking, even as gasoline prices started to moderate.”35 

Finally, although it is useful, research has shown that these alone are not sufficient to break 
deep ingrained habits. Instead, public programs are successful when they are personalized, 
include active voluntary participation, and flow from the bottom up.36
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TECHNOLOGY
Much attention has been given to the role of technology, such as the role of smartphone 
applications in a mode shift effort. Results are varied across existing research. A study in 
Switzerland37 found that a smartphone app has the potential to be an ideal tool for a city 
to deliver messages encouraging a transition away from SOVs. Another study found that 
streamlining payments for trips that use multiple modes on a single trip (for instance, ride 
shares and buses) into a unified payment system is another way to effectively encourage 
mode shift.38

In addition to providing citizens with real-time feedback and motivation, an app also has 
the ability to collect mobility data that could aid city planning. However, the use of such an 
app may present challenges in scaling up to the city level, in addition to privacy concerns.

POLICY LANDSCAPE
From a long-term, developmental perspective, there are several other components of 
public policy that can supplement mode shift interventions, beyond simply transportation. 
Success is more likely when a holistic approach is taken, as no policy area exists in a 
vacuum. As such, the entire policy landscape must be kept in mind, specifically the 
interrelationship of transportation policy with other policy areas.

In addition to embracing urban planning that emphasizes multimodal transportation 
(low speed limits, bike lanes, and sidewalks), cities aiming to shift from majority single-
occupant vehicle use to a more transit-oriented transportation system often invest in 
policies that emphasize sidewalks and walkability, transit-oriented development, high 
density development, and affordable housing.39

POLICY STRATEGIES
From broad steps to specific case studies, there are numerous strategies the City of 
Boise can take to drive mode shift at a local level. These include a step-by-step process 
to encourage mode shift, which entails setting data driven targets, developing policies to 
achieve these goals, and positive marketing efforts. Other successful strategies include 
using a combination of push and pull measures—such as stricter parking regulations, wider 
access to bike racks, or subsidized bus passes—to encourage greater mode shift.

Behavioral techniques to mode shift are most successful when they allow commuters to 
try alternatives, make their use a habit, and continue to use them. Successful strategies 
include nudging individuals at opportune moments—such as during a job or residential 
move—leveraging opt-outs over opt-ins, and making alternative transportation options 
more comfortable and attractive than driving alone.

Additionally, investing in technological support, such as a smartphone app, and crafting 
a broader urban development pattern are both appropriate strategies for mode shift and 
can work in concert with one another. Ultimately, a combination of these strategies and 
others can be employed to change the way people commute.

In the next section, this report examines the characteristics that mode shifters have in 
common in order to facilitate a targeted mode shift policy strategy. 
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PROFILE OF INDIVIDUALS MOST LIKELY TO 
MODE SHIFT
As previous sections noted, research shows that commute mode choice is highly habitual 
behavior.40 Commuters are set in their ways and often perceive that they have arrived 
at their preferred mode choice because it constitutes the best alternative, especially for 
the locations of their home and workplace.41 As a result, most mode shift initiatives are 
designed to break the public’s habit of SOV usage.42 Towards that end, understanding 
what characteristics may have led to their initial decision is useful.

Using a combination of existing mode shift studies and the 2019 survey of downtown 
Boise commuters, this section seeks to identify the demographic characteristics of 
individuals who are more likely to shift modes. Of the 1,220 survey responses collected, 
24% (293 responses) indicated that they had switched their mode of transportation away 
from driving alone—7.4% (90 responses) within the last year and 17% (203 responses) prior 
to that. This section focuses on these respondents by looking at five characteristics that 
have been identified in existing mode shift studies: (1) travel time, (2) age, (3) gender,   
(4) education, and (5) income.

Due to the relatively low sample size on some response categories, survey results of 
downtown Boise mode shifters cannot be generalized to the larger Boise population. 
However, these results can provide further insight into which characteristics mode shifters 
have in common, which in turn can inform public policy decision-making.

TRAVEL TIME
Several existing studies have emphasized that travel time from one’s residence to their 
place of work is one of the most significant factors that can encourage mode shift.43 In 
a California study, individuals who explored mode shift but ultimately decided against it 
were motivated by the fact that their travel time would increase substantially over driving 
alone.44

As noted, while the downtown Boise survey did not study total travel time from home 
to workplace, it did include travel time to and from bus stops (shown in Figures 1 and 2). 
When these responses are further limited only to those who shifted modes, the results 
are interesting. Among all mode shifters who use the bus, travel time is fairly distributed 
across response categories, although a majority (57%) live within six minutes of their bus 
stop. Figure 3 summarizes their response.

When location is switched to workplace (see Figure 4), the distribution of response differs. 
Mode shifters as a whole appear to skew towards lower travel times to the office, as 73% 
work within six minutes of their bus stop and the most common reported travel time was 
four to six minutes. Among recent mode shifters only, however, a travel time of three 
minutes or less was the most frequent response. The remaining reported working more 
than 10 minutes from the stop. This suggests that bus stop proximity to the office affects 
whether people commute by bus. 
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FIGURE 4: TRAVEL TIME FROM BUS STOP TO WORKPLACE AMONG MODE SHIFTERS 
WHO USE THE BUS

Source: Idaho Policy Institute, Downtown Mobility Collaborative Survey (2019)
Note: n=63
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FIGURE 3: TRAVEL TIME FROM BUS STOP TO RESIDENCE AMONG MODE SHIFTERS 
WHO USE THE BUS

Source: Idaho Policy Institute, Downtown Mobility Collaborative Survey (2019)
Note: n=63
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AGE
Several studies have looked at the impact of age 
on mode shift, though most find little to no effect.45 
While some studies show seniors as more likely 
to choose to drive alone over walking to a transit 
option,46 other studies have found that those over 
60 years of age are more likely to exhibit random 
mode use patterns.47 Another study found that age 
is statistically significant in predicting shifts from 
using a bicycle, but not when shifting to using a 
bicycle.48 This is likely due to riders aging to a point 
where they are no longer physically able to continue 
using a bicycle on a daily basis.

Among downtown Boise commuters, those who had shifted modes in the last year were 
highly concentrated between 25 and 54 years old.

GENDER
Like age, gender is a characteristic that many 
mode shift studies have examined. Generally, 
gender has been found to have no statistically 
significant effect on the likelihood that an 
individual will shift their mode of travel.49 There are 
conflicting findings, however, as one study found 
that women were more likely to choose a commute 
option that includes driving (either carpooling 
or driving to a transit station) than walking to a 
transit station.50 

Among downtown Boise commuters, 62% of those who reported shifting modes in the last 
year were female, while 36% were male (the remaining respondents declined to specify 
their gender). While this would seem to support the finding that women are more likely 
to try alternative commute modes than men, it should be noted that these numbers are 
similar to the gender distribution of downtown commuters as a whole.

EDUCATION
When it comes to assessing the impact that 
level of education plays on mode choice, there is 
again no clear pattern on the question of larger 
mode choice. While some studies show that a 
university education can decrease the likelihood 
of an individual shifting to use a bicycle,51 another 
study found that as an individual’s education level 
increases, the more likely they were to use a park-
and-ride commute option.52 Since these studies 
looked at two distinct mode choices (bicycles and 

City Population (ACS):
42% between 25-54 years

Downtown Commuters:
68% between 25-54 years

All Mode Shifters:
73% between 25-54 years

Recent Mode Shifters:
72% between 25-54 years

City Population (ACS):
50% female, 50% male

Downtown Commuters:
59% female, 38% male

All Mode Shifters:
56% female, 42% male

Recent Mode Shifters:
62% female, 36% male

City Population (ACS):
13% bachelor’s or higher

Downtown Commuters:
63% bachelor’s or higher

All Mode Shifters:
76% bachelor’s or higher

Recent Mode Shifters:
67% bachelor’s or higher
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park-and-ride), they may not actually be in conflict. But they do not indicate a clear trend.

Data from the downtown Boise survey generally supports the park-and-ride study. The 
majority of respondents who reported switching their commute mode in the last year had 
a bachelor’s degree or higher. Again, however, this mirrors characteristics of downtown 
commuters as a whole.

INCOME
Some mode shift studies suggest that more 
affluent individuals are more likely to choose 
carpool mode shift options over walking 
to public transit.53 Another study suggests 
that individuals among the highest income 
levels are less likely to switch to park-and-
ride options.54 It may be that greater income 
gives greater financial ability to explore 
alternative transportation modes. This is 
supported by another study which finds that 
when individuals begin cohabitating with 

one another, they become less likely to switch away from a mode choice like a bicycle, 
presumably due to greater financial obligations.55

The majority of downtown Boise mode shifters had an annual household income ranging 
from $50,000 to $149,000. Conversely, very few mode shifters reported an annual income 
of $24,999 or less. This may suggest that having the financial flexibility to shift modes can 
have a large impact and those with financial resources in excess of $150,000 are less likely 
to shift from their preferred mode of transportation. Again, mode shifter income levels 
mirrored those of downtown commuters as a whole.

FAMILY SIZE
While not addressed in the downtown Boise survey, 
there are additional characteristics that have been 
identified as strong indicators of mode shift. Among 
these, family size exhibits the most impact. In the 
California study where commuters surrendered their parking passes in exchange for free 
bus passes, most of those who stayed with the new mode of transportation had either 
no children or only one child.56 Those who expressed interest in the study but ultimately 
chose not to participate had larger families, suggesting that successful mode shift is more 
difficult for larger households. A separate study found that the birth of a first child had a 
positive influence on shifting commuters from a bicycle to a car, as safety of the child and 
transport to daycare options became an overriding concern.57

POLICY STRATEGIES
From these characteristics, two strategies for mode shift are evident. The first is best 
described as a physical solution. Since many Boise mode shifters live less than six minutes 

City Population (ACS):
44% annual household income $50k-$149k

Downtown Commuters:
55% annual household income $50k-$149k

All Mode Shifters:
55% annual household income $50k-$149k

Recent Mode Shifters:
55% annual household income $50k-$149k

City Population (ACS):
Average household size 2.46 persons



13

from their home bus stop, ease of access is one successful strategy. This would include 
ensuring transit lines and stops are situated in areas where they are more likely be used, 
such as in close proximity to heavily populated residential areas.

The second strategy deals more with persuasion and targeting resources appropriately. 
Most mode shifters live within 10 minutes of their bus stop. Therefore, targeting awareness 
resources within a 10-minutes radius of transit lines is one way that data can better inform 
outreach efforts.

Additionally, studies and survey data can be leveraged to achieve short-term gains 
by targeting mode shift efforts at specific demographic categories that already 
predominantly mode shift. At the same time, it is also useful in informing a long-term 
policy strategy for increasing mode shift among demographic categories that data 
suggests are less likely to.

CONCLUSION
Understanding common barriers to mode shift and the best practices to encourage wider 
adoption among the population is critical if cities want to reduce the number of cars on 
the road. A vital component of success and breaking existing transportation habits is 
encouragement from city leaders and stakeholders. However, additional infrastructure, 
such as new bus stops or increased alternative transportation options, can also help 
increase mode shift.

Some of the best practices for encouraging mode shift identified in this report include a 
step by step process, push and pull measures (such as parking management and financial 
subsidies for commuters switching away from SOVs), the integration of behavioral policy 
strategies, technological integration (such as a smartphone app), and embracing urban 
planning that emphasizes integration of alternative transportation modes. 

It is important to keep in mind that individuals are affected by specific barriers—or 
combinations of barriers—in different ways. In fact, while some barriers may be real, others 
may only be perceived. While the former may require physical policy solutions, the latter 
may be targeted by awareness campaigns, which in turn can lead to more commuters 
willing to try alternative means of transportation. 

Finally, actions the city and other stakeholders take to encourage mode shift should be 
not only data-driven, but also regularly evaluated to ensure resources are targeted toward 
the most effective and efficient measures.
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