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Abstract

In the 1990s, federal legislation was passed requiring transportation planning to 
incorporate the interests of all stakeholder groups. One urban transportation mode 
that is often ignored is pedestrian movement. A group particularly susceptible to dif-
ficulties in this mode is the elderly. This study surveys the attitudes of senior citizens 
in regard to pedestrian safety and motorist interactions. We examine the attitudes 
of elderly pedestrians concerning many aspects of pedestrian travel. The study finds 
that this group often views itself as disenfranchised. This study provides insight into 
what areas of pedestrian activity the elderly find troublesome and looks at the differ-
ences between urban and rural attitudes in regard to this issue.

The results show that African Americans and Asians have a much higher rate of posi-
tive (safety conscious) responses to the questions in the survey. This indicates that 
they believe that they are more aware of pedestrian safety and that they comply with 
laws regarding pedestrian safety at a higher rate than their Caucasian counterparts. 
In addition, gender and geographical location seem to impact the responses. Urban 
seniors have a much higher positive response rate than suburban and ex-urban 
seniors.
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A comparison with previous work finds that these attitudes expressed in the survey 
are at odds with the known demographic data concerning who is at higher risk to 
be involved in a pedestrian accident. The increased awareness on the part of urban 
respondents is compatible with the more pedestrian-friendly environment of urban 
areas, but the racial difference in responses is not compatible with the accident 
data.

Introduction 
It is important to analyze the attitudes and needs of senior citizens on pedestrian 
safety since not much has been written on the topic. This is despite the fact that 
the elderly are more vulnerable to fatal accidents (Winter 1984; Harrell 1996; Car-
meli et al. 2000). In particular, there is a lack of literature that examines the racial 
differences in attitudes toward safety. This is paradoxical since minorities are at a 
greater risk of pedestrian accidents (Campos-Outcalt et al. 2003; Surface Trans-
portation Policy Project [STPP] 2002). The changing nature of national transporta-
tion policy since the early 1990s creates an emphasis on concerns for the elderly, 
especially their safety. This changing focus also creates an emphasis on sustainable 
development and livable cities. The concepts of sustainable development1 and liv-
able cities are synonymous, and such cities should include compact urban form, 
reduced automobile use, and creation of livable and community-oriented human 
environments (Wheeler 2000; Frey 1999; Duany et al. 2000).2 Clearly, a commu-
nity-oriented environment would take into account the attitudes and needs of 
seniors concerning their safety and perceived pedestrian problems. 

Given this situation, the article examines the attitudes of senior citizens in Mary-
land toward pedestrian safety and pedestrian safety campaigns. We examine the 
differences in attitudes by geographic dispersion (urban vs. rural), gender, and 
race. We first present a brief overview of the changing nature of the national trans-
portation policy and its implications for the elderly and sustainable cities. This is 
followed by a review of the literature of pedestrian safety especially as it relates to 
seniors and various racial groups and effectiveness of campaigns. We then pres-
ent the data and methodology. This is followed by the results of a survey of more 
than 800 seniors in the central Maryland region concerning pedestrian safety 
and attitudes. The next section contains the results of six focus groups that were 
conducted to hear the opinions of the elderly on transportation and pedestrian 
safety and maneuverability. The final section contains some concluding remarks, 
implications for policy, and recommendations. 
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Changing Nature of U.S. Transportation Policy  
and Its Implications 
For most of the past century, national transportation policy focused on accommo-
dating the demand for travel and the needs of automobiles through the construc-
tion of roads and other transportation facilities (Horan and Jordan 1998). Soon 
after World War II, the United States embarked on construction of a 44,000-mile 
nationwide system of highways with the passage of the Federal Highway Act of 
1956 and the implementation of the Interstate and Defense Highways program. 
Construction of highways became one of the largest civil engineering feats of the 
century, but also tore apart the existing urban fabric of the United States (Kay 
1997).

Interest in such issues as the travel needs of the elderly has recently taken hold 
among transportation planners and policy-makers as they address such issues 
as environmental justice, integration of bicycling and walking into transporta-
tion systems, disability, and the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Act of 1996 (welfare to work).3 Public participation and equity is also central to 
accomplishing the vision of the Transportation Equity Act of the 21st Century 
(TEA-21) of 1998, which builds on the Intermodal Transportation Equity Act of 
1991 (ISTEA).4

Passage of ISTEA by the Congress in 1991 fundamentally altered U.S. transporta-
tion policy. As pointed out by Horan and Jordan (1998), ISTEA created an urban 
transportation planning process that linked it to several policy domains—envi-
ronmental, economic, and social. The goal was to improve the overall quality of life 
in communities. Its policy emphasis included improved mobility for the elderly, 
disabled, and economically disadvantaged. As discussed, this changing focus also 
creates an emphasis on sustainable development and livable cities that include 
compact urban form, reduced automobile use, and livable and community-ori-
ented human environments. Certainly, ensuring a safe pedestrian environment for 
the elderly is a step toward promoting such cities.

Concerns for the elderly, especially their safety, are also central to accomplishing 
the vision of TEA-21 of 1998, which builds on ISTEA (Passwell 2001). In addition, 
USDOT adopted strategic goals that emphasize nondiscrimination in implemen-
tation of programs, policies, and activities (http://stratplan.dot.gov/archive). The 
“Human and Natural Environment Strategic Goal,” outlined in USDOT’s “Strategic 
Plan” (http://stratplan.dot.gov/archive), calls for the protection and enhancement 
of communities and natural environments affected by transportation. 
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The evolution of transportation policy includes a concern for the environmental 
justice issues of equity and the evaluation of impacts on various demographic 
groups. The origins of government’s attempts to address the environmental jus-
tice issue date back to February 11, 1994, when President Clinton signed Executive 
Order (E.O.) 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority 
Populations and Low-Income Populations. In response to presidential directives 
concerning E.O. 12898, USDOT issued a proposed Environmental Justice Strategy 
on February 13, 1995, and then a final order on the subject, Order No. 5610.2 
(Order to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income 
Populations), on April 15, 1997. The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 
issued DOT Order No. 6640.23, FHWA Actions to Address Environmental Justice 
in Minority Populations and Low Income Populations, on December 2, 1998. The 
order requires the FHWA to implement the principles of the DOT Order 5610.2 
and E.O. 12898 by incorporating environmental justice principles in all FHWA 
programs, policies, and activities (Forkenbrock and Schweitzer 1999).

One of the common modes of urban transportation is by foot—pedestrian. While 
transportation infrastructure tends to concentrate on public transit and highway 
and road systems, pedestrian needs are supposed to be considered as important 
when devising these systems. One group of citizens who tend to use public trans-
portation and pedestrian infrastructures to move about are the elderly. This age 
group tends to suffer from medical conditions that require extra care, time, or 
infrastructure to safely maneuver in or near traffic. ISTEA and TEA-21 require 
jurisdictions to consider the needs of this constituency when planning transporta-
tion systems. 

The results of this article provide an interesting insight into the opinions of this 
large stakeholder group’s feelings toward pedestrian transportation problems 
and the safety of walking in the presence of automobile traffic. The results point 
to differences in these feelings that are a function of gender, race, and, in some 
instances, geographical location. Understanding these differences is critical to 
the implementation of a public transportation infrastructure that incorporates 
pedestrian traffic.

Review of the Literature
Previous work in this area is sparse and focuses primarily on safety initiatives that 
involve infrastructure, driving patterns, and jaywalking tendencies. Of course, 
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there are a few exceptions. Harrell (1996), for example, examines the perception of 
the elderly on traffic risks especially in signal-controlled crossings in the Canadian 
context. Impact of variables such as gender, traffic and pedestrian volume, and 
demographic characteristics on perceptions are an integral part of the study. 

However, there is an abundance of literature on peripheral subjects. These include 
pedestrian walkways and habits (Hess et al. 1999); relationships between pedes-
trian accident locations on state owned facilities such as highways and urban arte-
rials and the presence of riders loading and alighting from bus transit (Hess et al. 
2004); effect of travel speeds and locations on pedestrian accidents (Gårder 2004); 
leader-follower behavior as it applies to jaywalking (Russell et al. 2001); safety of 
elderly pedestrians during street crossing (Carmeli 2002); sociodemographic and 
health characteristics and problems of older pedestrians (Langlois et al. 1997); 
safety and security of elderly and disabled travelers through the application of 
Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) (Mitchell and Suen 1998); difference in 
accident  and fatality rates by race and gender (STPP 2002;  Campos-Outcalt et al. 
2003); and  benefits of educational campaigns on pedestrian safety (Tyrrell et al. 
2004; Mendelsohn 1973). 

Despite their peripheral treatment, some of these studies have significance for 
this article. For example, Hess et al. (1999) found that pedestrian walkways in 
urban areas are much more pedestrian friendly than those in suburban areas. 
Safe pedestrian activity in suburban areas requires the pedestrian to detour much 
more often and for longer lengths than in urban areas. This increases the incentive 
to jaywalk and engage in other unsafe practices. We find similar findings in both 
the survey responses and the focus group discussions. Langlois et al. (1997) and 
Carmeli (2002) discuss the need for consideration of the special needs of elderly 
pedestrians such as increased crossing times and reduced traffic speeds. Focus 
group discussions highlighted these concerns among the elderly in our sample as 
well.

Studies that show racial and gender differences in jaywalking tendencies, pedes-
trian accidents, and fatalities are also of importance to our study since we found 
that minorities who are at greater risk have a higher perception of their own safe 
behavior and follow safety laws more stringently. Russell et al. (2001), for example, 
examined leader-follower behavior as it applied to jaywalking. “Models” were used 
to determine if observing someone jaywalking encouraged others to follow suit. 
It was found that this was the case. While there were only small differences, the 
study did find that African Americans were more likely to follow a “model” and 
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jaywalk than Caucasians (5% for women and 7% for men). Our survey responses 
do not follow this result in that African Americans claim a much higher adherence 
to pedestrian laws than Caucasians. 

An STPP study (2002) contains data describing the high accident rate for minority 
pedestrians in California. This is a trend that is heuristically observed nationally. 
Racial and gender differences in fatality rates also were established by other stud-
ies. Campos-Outcalt et al. (2003) explored rates of pedestrian fatalities in Arizona 
and how rates and circumstances of pedestrian deaths differ by race/ethnicity, 
urban or rural residence, age, and gender. The study found that American Indians 
had rates of pedestrian deaths higher than those of non-Hispanic whites. Ameri-
can Indian pedestrian death rates and relative risks were higher in rural areas than 
in urban areas. Compared to non-Hispanic whites, urban Hispanic males, rural 
Hispanic females, and urban African American females had higher relative risks.

Articles that illustrate the benefits of campaigns are also of special relevance to 
our study. Tyrrell et al. (2004), for example,  states that designing and implement-
ing research-based public education campaigns aimed at reducing pedestrians’ 
overestimates of their own nighttime visibility could increase pedestrian safety. 
An earlier study (Mendelsohn 1973) argues that social science research can make 
public campaigns more effective by determining appropriate targets, themes, 
appeals, and media vehicles. As suggested by the study, the major task facing the 
communicator is to recognize, understand, and attempt to overcome public apa-
thy. Here, social science research can be useful in determining appropriate targets, 
themes, appeals, and media vehicles. Our findings point to some of these targets 
and themes as expressed by different demographic groups.

Data and Methodology
This article draws from a study that was conducted as part of a research project 
funded by the Maryland State Highway Administration (Reed and Sen 2004) and 
the National Transportation Center at Morgan State University. The research was 
aimed at evaluating a public service campaign, “Walk Smart,” concerning pedes-
trian safety as well as finding attitudes of citizens in regards to pedestrian safety. 
The results from general attitudes and desires concerning future safety campaigns 
are presented, but the effectiveness of the campaign is not assessed in this article. 
For a full discussion of the campaign and attitudes concerning the campaign, see 
Reed and Sen (2004).
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There were 809 valid returned surveys in our sample. Eighteen surveys were com-
pleted by people accompanying a senior to the senior center (under the age of 
50); and those under the age of 65 completed a total of 110 surveys. Thus, almost 
90 percent of the surveys are from people over the age of 65. The basic demo-
graphic description of the data is presented in Table 1. Most of the respondents 
(over 60%) were from Baltimore City. This is partially a function of demographics 
(a large number of seniors live in Baltimore City) and partially a function of the 
cooperativeness of the senior center coordinators in the city. In addition, just over 
two-thirds of the surveys were completed by Caucasians and about 20 percent by 
African Americans.

Respondents were not selected randomly from the population of senior citizens 
in the region. Instead, they were contacted through senior citizen centers in the 
region. While it is impossible to say with certainty, the average respondent would  

Table 1. Demographic Summary of Survey Data
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likely be more active and more mobile than the average senior citizen in the 
region. It is impossible to accurately predict how this might change the responses 
to the survey. At worst, the survey should be representative of the opinions and 
attitudes of active senior citizens. Obviously, more active seniors are more indica-
tive of those who use pedestrian facilities on a regular basis.

Table 1 contains the demographic information about the survey respondents. As 
can be seen, almost 85 percent of the respondents were female. This overrepresen-
tation is most noticeable in the senior centers in Baltimore City. Approximately 18 
percent of the survey responses were from African Americans, and 6 percent were 
from Asians. Two-thirds of the responses were from seniors who identified them-
selves as Caucasian. Due to the help we received from administrators, the senior 
centers in the City of Baltimore are very well represented in the sample. Outlying 
counties are not as well represented, but the number of responses from outlying 
areas still allows significant results to be presented.

Survey Results
Results from the survey are presented briefly in a descriptive fashion, and then 
the racial and gender driven results are highlighted. Attitudes toward pedestrian 
safety depicted in the survey responses are similar to those that researchers and 
professionals in the field would expect, with a few notable exceptions. 

Table 2 contains the overall results of the responses of seniors to the surveys. Sev-
eral results are notable, even in this overall portrayal of the results where responses 
were, generally, as anticipated. While over 60 percent of the seniors were from the 
city of Baltimore (and another 10% or so from other cities, such as Frederick), less 
than 50 percent claimed that they walked most often in the city. This implies that 
many of the seniors who live in the city either do not walk at all or go elsewhere to 
do their walking. Approximately 60 percent of the sample walked at least once a 
week. Nearly all, 96 percent, of seniors said that they thought it was important to 
only cross streets at a crosswalk. This is a fairly high acceptance rate for a law that 
does not enjoy universal acceptance among professionals or the public. However, 
slightly less than 75 percent of the seniors say they follow this law when they are 
mid-block and wish to cross the street. These numbers are not surprising and show 
what professionals might expect from pedestrians.



Racial Differences and Pedestrian Safety

45

Table 2. Responses to Survey
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The answers to question P6 are interesting in that they give insight about why 
seniors might or might not use a crosswalk. Approximately 50 percent of the 
seniors answered in a fashion that implied they would always use a crosswalk. 
Other answers implied that alternatives other than the crosswalk were considered 
(such as a mid-block crossing). In fact, the answers to question P10 give further 
insight into these decisions. Almost 80 percent of seniors say they are more likely 
to use a crosswalk in the presence of their children or grandchildren. This means 
that they make a conscious decision to use the crosswalk with their children or 
grandchildren that they might not make if they were not present. This implies 
both knowledge that using crosswalks is a good habit to “pass on” and an admis-
sion that they might consider a mid-block crossing without the children or grand-
children present.

These answers highlight a fairly responsible attitude toward pedestrian safety 
that matches what professionals would expect from the surveyed group. Once 
the answers are examined demographically, there are many results that are quite 
insightful and, at times, surprising.

Regressions were run to determine the impact of various demographic charac-
teristics on the responses of seniors. Table 3 contains the results of the regression 
for some general questions about pedestrian safety. The regressions were of the 
form:

R
i
 = α + β

M
 M+β

U
U+β

B
B+β

A
A+β

O
O

where:

R
i
  is a binary variable that is a 1 if the response is yes and 0 if the response is 

no

α  represents a constant that represents the base response (see next para-
graph for a full description of the interpretation of this parameter)

β  indicates a vector of parameters measuring demographic impacts on the 
response
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M  equals a binary variable that is 1 if the respondent is male and 0 other-
wise

U  is a binary variable that is 1 if the respondent is located in Baltimore City 
and 0 otherwise 

B  indicates a binary variable that is 1 if the respondent is an African Ameri-
can and 0 otherwise

A  represents a binary variable that is 1 if the respondent is Asian and 0 oth-
erwise

O  is a binary variable that is 1 if the respondent is of race “Other” and 0 
otherwise.

Due to the nature of the data, binary variables with little individual variance, the 
R-squared values are expected to be very low. However, the F-values show that the 
included variables (with two exceptions) significantly impact the responses. While 
individual characteristics could probably be used to more accurately predict the 
responses of the seniors, these characteristics might not have been willingly dis-
closed and would not materially contribute to the principle research questions of 
this article.

The base is the value of α which represents the percentage of the base popula-
tion that responded “Yes” to the question. In each case, a “Yes” response is the 
one more compatible with pedestrian safety or law. The base population in this 
case is a white female from outside of Baltimore City. The demographic results are 
immediately obvious. Men are significantly less likely to feel that crosswalks are 
imperative to safety and also less likely to go out of their way to use them. In addi-
tion, men are less likely to alter their behavior around children or grandchildren. 

All but two of the models show that the included variables were significant in 
determining the response at the 99 percent level (F-tests). At the 90 percent level, 
all but one of the models show that the included variables were significant in 
determining the response to the question. The only question that the included 
variables seemed to have little impact on was “Do you know and understand the 
pedestrian laws involving crosswalks?”  For this question, there was little deviation 
from the average response rate by gender or race. For this question, the only sig-
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nificant coefficient is that for seniors located in urban areas. It might be possible 
to conclude that seniors in urban areas are more likely to understand (or claim an 
understanding of) pedestrian laws, but the insignificance of the model makes even 
that conclusion tenuous. For all other models, the conclusions about the coeffi-
cients can be made with confidence since the models themselves are statistically 
significant.

The responses of urban seniors were significantly more likely to be “Yes” to all 
questions. The increased level of interaction with motor traffic in urban environ-
ments might explain the increased safety orientation of the urban seniors. This 
increased consciousness of pedestrian safety matters among the urban seniors is 
not surprising. In addition, the more favorable pedestrian facilities found in urban 
areas might also contribute to this. This is consistent with Hess et al. (1999). How-
ever, the results of the breakdown of responses according to race contain some 
surprises.

African Americans, a group that is overrepresented in pedestrian injuries and fatal-
ities, are consistently more likely to have given “Yes” responses to the questions. 
Some of these results are not significant (as most of this increase is captured by the 
Urban variable), but, in some of these questions, the increase in positive responses 
is quite significant. In both of the questions concerning the children, African 
Americans are more than 10 percent more likely to give a positive response. This 
implies a greater level of care given pedestrian safety as it concerns children or 
grandchildren in the African American community. More questions are examined 
later, and this can be viewed in a more full context.

Asians, often the safest group of pedestrians (STPP 2002), had quite remarkable 
figures in the analysis. Asians were about 23 percent less likely to walk to a corner 
to use a crosswalk than their Caucasian counterparts (27% less likely than their 
African American counterparts). This result is even more surprising given the 
predominantly urban environment that the Asian seniors live in (most were from 
Baltimore City). However, they were 20 percent more likely to have spoken to 
their children or grandchildren about crosswalks and 26 percent more likely to 
believe that their children or grandchildren follow pedestrian laws. They were also 
5 percent (not significant) more likely to alter their behavior around their children 
or grandchildren concerning using crosswalks. This number is quite significant 
when you realize that almost 100 percent of Asians claimed they always used 
crosswalks.
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The most dramatic differences across demographic groups came in evaluating 
the safety campaign and the most effective means of moving forward with future 
campaigns. Table 4 contains the results of the regressions concerning those ques-
tions. Similar to the regressions in Table 3, eight of the nine models are statistically 
significant at the 90 percent level and seven at the 95 percent level. With the 
exception of the model for those considering radio advertisements to be effective 
in campaigns, all other coefficients discussed come from significant models.

The “Walk Smart” campaign was a moderately publicized campaign stressing 
pedestrian safety. The media buy for this campaign was not very large, and it was 
not viewed by very many people. Results from the survey show a different story, 
however. It is likely that the seniors felt that any information they received about 
pedestrian safety from any source was part of the campaign for the purposes of 
these questions. Missing values are discarded for these regressions, and so the per-
centages reported can be misleading. For example, 53 percent of the base popula-
tion recall seeing television ads concerning pedestrian safety. However, 18 percent 
of the survey respondents did not answer this question. This means that about 45 
percent of the base population actually recalled television advertisements.

Approximately 25 percent of the base modified their behavior due to pedestrian 
safety campaigns. This might be a large number given the very high adherence 
rates claimed in the answers above. Other questions concerning message recall 
imply that less than half of the population recalls any messages about safety at all. 
Further questions, and the focus group results, revealed that many of these were 
referring to something other than the “Walk Smart” campaign itself.

The most telling results are those concerning the urban and minority populations. 
Respondents living in the City of Baltimore were about 25 percent more likely to 
think that the public safety campaigns had an effect on behavior. African Amer-
ican’s were about 15 percent more likely than Caucasians to have this opinion; 
Asians were 30 percent more likely to have this opinion. These numbers are quite 
extraordinary. The positive response rate of African Americans and Asians seems 
to imply that they were reached by the campaigns and feel that behavior was 
altered. An African American from the city was almost 40 percent more likely to 
think the messages had a positive impact than a Caucasian from outside the city. 
An Asian from the city was almost 55 percent more likely to think these messages 
had a positive impact than the base group.

The recall questions have a somewhat vague policy implication, but the next 
question is very important. When asked which types of campaigns would be 
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most effective in helping people remember to use crosswalks, there were large 
differences across demographic groups. The most important media seemed to be 
television. Forty percent of the base population felt that television advertisements 
would have the greatest impact. However, among urban African Americans, bill-
boards ran a fairly close second, with 27 percent saying that method would be the 
best way to get the message across. None of the other racial groups had a signifi-
cant deviation in terms of media of choice. However, there is a large difference in 
opinion concerning the use of fines.

Eighteen percent of Caucasian women outside of Baltimore supported fines as 
the best way to alter behavior. Men were approximately 6.5 percent more likely to 
feel this way. Urban white seniors were very much in favor of fines. Approximately 
34 percent of urban white seniors felt that fines were the best approach. African 
Americans were 14 percent less likely to answer this way. This is the only question 
in the entire survey where African American responses were not more safety con-
scious or more supportive of safety campaigns. This is a striking result from a group 
that claims a much higher adherence to the laws. This is a strong indication of a 
cultural difference in feelings concerning fines and police enforcement since this 
group claimed that it was safer and followed the law more than their Caucasian 
or Asian counterparts.

Focus Group Results
The surveys were followed by focus groups conducted at six senior centers in 
Maryland.5  Two of these were from Baltimore City, two were from Baltimore 
County, and two were from outlying counties. In selecting the focus groups, we 
ensured that various geographic locations (namely, Baltimore City and its inner-
ring suburbs and rural counties) were represented. Attention also was given to 
race in selecting these groups. While the focus groups were predominantly Cau-
casian in the outlying counties, one inner-city group was predominantly African 
American, while the other was Korean. The Baltimore County focus groups were 
attended by a racially-mixed group of seniors. 

Our primary analytical framework for the focus groups was drawn from critical 
ethnography and studies of practice and discourse in public policy (Van Maanen 
1988; Forester 1999; Throgmorton 1996; Watson 2002). Such a methodology relies 
on qualitative interpretative inquiry and seeks to understand the unique and 
contextual rather than make generalized propositions about the “responses.”  The 
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focus groups were used to augment the results of the survey and to obtain other 
concerns that the seniors have on pedestrian and driving behavior. The seniors’ 
concerns were not always focused on the same issues as the survey, but brought 
up other issues related to accessibility and safety. 

The overriding focus of the survey was the use of crosswalks and the efforts of the 
public service campaign to encourage their use. Seniors had much to say on these 
topics. Concerning the public service campaigns, most seniors recalled some form 
of safety campaigns but none recalled the specific “Walk Smart” campaign the 
study was funded to examine. Most seniors felt that the reason campaigns were 
likely to have little effect is that they are too broad and tend to focus on issues that 
“everyone already knows.”

The seniors had much to say concerning the impact of age and age-related 
handicaps on pedestrian safety. Many seniors said that vision impairment was the 
major difficulty they faced in getting about. They had many complaints about the 
accessibility of pedestrian safety tools for the vision impaired. Many echoed the 
concern of one senior from the Pikesville Senior Center who stated, “I am legally 
blind so I have trouble with curbs and steps. I have fallen so many times that I am 
afraid but I try [to walk] when I can.”  A participant from the La Plata Senior Center 
summed up the views expressed by many other seniors: “You will find if you walk 
around that there may be a ramp or crosswalk cutout for wheelchair people, but 
no concern has been shown for the blind and visually impaired pedestrians.”  This 
senior argued that this meant that jurisdictions were not adhering to the Federal 
Access Act.

Complaints concerning visual impairment and pedestrian safety issues often were 
linked by seniors to their being afraid, or unwilling, to risk walking in areas with 
vehicular traffic. The lack of friendly pedestrian facilities for the vision impaired 
may contribute to the lack of mobility and pedestrian activity on the part of many 
seniors.

Numerous comments were voiced about the placement and safety of crosswalks. 
Many seniors complained about the placement or usability of crosswalks. This was 
primarily a concern in the outlying centers. In Cumberland, one senior complained 
that a commonly-used crosswalk in a busy commercial district was unusable 
because “if you ever waited for that walk signal, it would take forever because it 
never works.”  The sheriff of Cumberland County commented,  “. . . the majority 
of traffic here is traffic friendly not pedestrian friendly . . . if you have somebody . . 
. with a prohibitive handicap, to get across the street you need much more than 
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the time allowed by the crossing signals.” He also noted that the placement of 
the crosswalks did not encourage their use. He explained that the distance to the 
crosswalks in the area immediately surrounding the senior center was such that 
it encouraged seniors to make a mid-block crossing “and take their life into their 
own hands.”  These comments are directly compatible with the recommendations 
of Langlois et al. (1997) and Carmeli (2002).

In addition to vision problems, another complaint often mentioned by seniors was 
the aggressiveness of motorists. This concern was not limited to rural locations 
but was equally shared by rural and urban seniors. A senior from the Mount Street 
Senior Center stated, “I don’t know about the laws, but it seems to me that when 
you try to cross the street that the driver speeds up.”  Another senior pointed out 
that the behavior of the motorist requires the pedestrian to have to “to look out 
for all ways all the lights are going and get up on the side” rather than just assume 
a “walk” signal is safe.

The concerns of the seniors clearly show that they are afraid that motorists do 
not obey the laws protecting pedestrians. This lack of regard for pedestrians mak-
ing crossings scares seniors to the point that many have changed their habits. 
Some avoid walking longer distances while others now walk at malls rather than 
risk vehicular traffic. This fear has further lowered the mobility of these seniors 
by making it difficult for them to get about on streets they share with vehicles. 
Interestingly, a major initiative by the Maryland State Highway Administration on 
just this issue was started shortly after the report was written. A massive and very 
public enforcement of motorist behavior around crosswalks was conducted with 
the police forces, highway administration, and local television stations. Citations 
were given to motorists who failed to slow down for “model” pedestrians and large 
amounts of publicity were generated.

Most of the seniors stated that they made an effort to stress pedestrian safety 
with grandchildren when they were young. They felt that schools contributed to 
this but had mixed feelings as to the effectiveness and motivation of the schools 
in doing so.

As for effectiveness of campaigns, most seniors felt that an aggressive campaign 
that was “more focused” would be better. They felt that most public service 
messages were virtually ignored because they were general and repeated already 
“known” material. They were nearly uniform, however, in supporting more aggres-
sive enforcement of rules and regulations. They wanted drivers and pedestrians to 
be held accountable for their actions. A senior from La Plata stated, “Whoever is 
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wrong should get a ticket.”  This opinion held equally for pedestrians and motor-
ists. A senior from Cockeysville said, “I think you wouldn’t do it more than once if 
you got a ticket for illegally crossing.”

Conclusions and Policy Implications
The study shows that seniors consider pedestrian safety an important issue and 
that they are concerned about their safety when walking on roads. Both the sur-
vey responses and the focus group comments underscore this concern. The extra 
care shown in the presence of their children or grandchildren further highlights 
the concern given this subject. Yet, this is the group of people most vulnerable to 
accidents (Winter 1984; Harrell 1996; Carmeli et. al. 2000). This necessitates the 
need to design cities that are safe for the elderly. 

The study also found several key results that are important for understanding 
the attitudes concerning pedestrian safety. First, attitudes differed across demo-
graphic, racial, gender, and geographic groups. Urban seniors were considerably 
more likely to claim that they act safely than those living in nonurban areas. There 
is an interesting dichotomy between the groups most at risk of pedestrian acci-
dents and those who believe that they are acting safely. National and regional data 
both suggest that minorities are disproportionately represented in the pedestrian 
accident figures. However, minority respondents to the survey felt that they were 
acting properly more often than their Caucasian counterparts. 

It is clear that pedestrian activity differs between urban and nonurban environ-
ments. The density of traffic, both pedestrian and automobile, creates a situation 
in which there are numerous interactions between pedestrians and automobiles 
in an urban environment. In less urban environments, the number of interactions 
is lower, but automobiles travel at higher speeds. Urban pedestrians are likely to 
be more aware of traffic yet they are constantly exposed to potentially dangerous 
interactions. In less-dense suburban and exurban environments, pedestrian facili-
ties are often more sparse and less well designed.

The results of the study show that urban seniors claim a higher degree of pedes-
trian safety awareness and conformity with safe practices. This is compatible 
with the enhanced awareness that comes from repeated interactions and the 
infrastructure being more amenable to safe practices. Surprisingly, there were 
strong differences along racial lines, after controlling for geographic location, in 
the responses to the survey.
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Differences along racial lines were striking in their strength and their consistency. 
African Americans were more likely to give the positive safety response to nearly 
every question. The magnitude of this difference was also quite stable. For most 
of these questions, the positive response was approximately 10 percent more 
likely from an African American respondent. Asian respondents were even more 
strongly positive than African American responses. This provides a policy dilemma 
for transportation agencies striving to lower pedestrian accident rates. The very 
groups that are disproportionately represented in the accident data feel that 
they are acting safely already. This could make the task of informing and altering 
behavior more difficult. One of the basic principals of environmental justice is to 
avoid, minimize, or mitigate disproportionately high and adverse human health 
and environmental effects on minority populations. Clearly, our study suggests 
that more attention needs to be paid to the safety of minorities if we are to mini-
mize or mitigate relatively higher and adverse affects of fatal pedestrian accidents 
on this segment of the population. Agencies charged with safety issues should be 
aware of this dilemma, and future studies should focus on discovering the best 
means to overcome it.

The differences across racial lines continued into message recall and suggested 
means of conveying the message. Urban seniors and African Americans were 
much more likely to have recalled seeing billboard advertisements. In addition, 
they were more likely to feel that billboards would be an effective means of con-
veying the message. One interesting deviation from this trend is that urban seniors 
were much more likely to feel that tickets were a good means of promoting good 
pedestrian behavior. However, African Americans were much less likely to agree 
with this method. This is a strong indication of a cultural difference in feelings 
concerning fines and police enforcement since this group claimed that it was safer 
and followed the law more than their Caucasian counterparts.

The study found a large difference in attitudes toward pedestrian safety and public 
safety campaigns across racial lines. This highlights the importance of considering 
the target audience for any public safety campaign. Differences in attitudes and 
responses imply that different tactics may be necessary to get the same message 
across to different audiences. The fact that the differences in responses were racial 
and not geographic strongly argues for more study concerning the attitudes of 
pedestrians toward safety and public safety campaigns. This, in combination with 
the results of Russell et al. (2001), shows that there may be significant differences 
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in the behavior and attitude of pedestrians along racial lines. Taking this into con-
sideration is critical to achieving stated policy objectives by any planning agency.

In addition, different target groups have different preferred means of receiving 
information. Urban, and particularly African American, seniors are more likely to 
think that billboards are the most appropriate means of publicizing safety issues. 
Nonurban, and particularly Caucasian, seniors are more likely to believe that radio 
and television advertisements are more appropriate. In contrast to the survey 
responses, focus group discussions implied that seniors believe that stricter rules 
and enforcement may be better than public safety campaigns. This suggests that 
public agencies, transportation and otherwise, have to be more proactive about 
considering the cultural aspects of campaigns. These include appropriate themes, 
appeals, and media vehicles. 

Although the nature of the focus groups precludes generalized conclusions, the 
findings imply that the goals ISTEA and TEA-21 may not be fully met as of today. 
The elderly were annoyed or are unhappy with aggressiveness of the motorists, felt 
insecure about bicyclists, and were concerned about pedestrian “unfriendliness” of 
streets and pedestrian crossings. 

The trend to include stakeholders’ views in policy has been embraced in some 
parts of policy-making and is lagging in others. The use of pedestrian facilities is an 
important part of any public transportation planning process. The views expressed 
by the seniors in this study show that there is still a considerable distance to go 
in order to fully incorporate the needs of all groups in transportation policy. If 
the goal of planning is to create livable communities where all stakeholders are 
represented in the process, pedestrian safety issues need to be addressed and the 
concerns of various demographic groups considered.

Endnotes
1 The concept of sustainability emerged in the 1970s, but a large volume of litera-
ture on sustainable development began to emerge from the late 1980s, especially 
in the international context (See, for example, Beatley 1995; Mitlin 1992).

2 Of course, there are other concerns for sustainable and livable cities such as envi-
ronmental justice, self-reliance, reduced waste and pollution, reuse of and recy-
cling of materials, and development of a locally self-reliant economy (see Wheeler 
2000; Haughton 1999).
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3 See Bullard and Johnson 1997; Forkenbrock and Schweitzer 1999; Sanchez 1999; 
and Khisty 2000. This act aims to enhance the mobility of low-income populations 
to job sites. In addition to job access, other related issues, such as fairness of transit 
service pricing and quality of service provision, have also been of recent concern.

4 These and other acts, and their stipulations on equity and citizen participation, 
are discussed below.

5 These were Alleganey County Senior Center, Cumberland; Richard R. Clark Senior 
Center, LaPlata; Greenmount Senior Center, Baltimore; Mount Street Senior 
Center, Baltimore; Cockeysville Senior Center, Cockeysville; and Pikesville Senior 
Center, Pikesville.
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