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Abstract
Expanding employment opportunities for citizens has become an increasingly central goal of pub-
lic policy in the United States. Prior work has considered that the inability of households to spa-
tially access jobs may be a driver of unemployment. The provision of public transportation
provides a viable policy lever to increase the number of job opportunities available to households.
Previous research has yielded mixed results regarding whether household location is an impor-
tant factor in determining employment status. Several papers have identified mobility as a limiting
factor for obtaining a job, particularly in regards to private vehicle ownership. The location of
economically developed neighbourhoods and the citing of public transportation are conceivably
codetermined, presenting an endogenous relationship. It is therefore unclear if public transporta-
tion access is actually contributing to neighbourhood job market outcomes. This paper will use
the incidence of Hurricane Sandy striking New York City on 29 October 2012 and the resulting
exogenous reduction in public transit access to particular neighbourhoods as a natural experi-
ment to test for the effect of public transportation on employment outcomes. This study identi-
fies a significant causal effect linking public transportation access to neighbourhood
unemployment rates, particularly amongst subgroups dependent on public transit.
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Introduction

There has been substantial interest in public
policy circles in recent years regarding stra-
tegies of ‘job creation’ and fostering ‘job
access.’ These terms are rarely provided with
concrete definitions and are instead meant
to capture an alleged capacity on the part of
government to decrease unemployment, or
increase the quality of jobs that are available
to individuals. Making job opportunities
more spatially accessible represents a

plausible policy lever to improve employ-
ment outcomes amongst urban residents. If
government improves transportation net-
works, the number of jobs available to a typ-
ical individual will be increased, potentially
improving the speed with which workers
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match to firms and improving the quality of
matches.

Job access is closely related to issues of
urban sprawl and the theory of spatial mis-
match, both of which consider spatial gaps
between workers and jobs. For populations
reliant on public transportation, the ability
to access employment is closely tied to the
usability and extent of the region’s public
transportation network. There is empirical
evidence that populations with better access
to jobs through public transportation net-
works also enjoy lower rates of unemploy-
ment (Holzer et al., 2003; Kain, 1992;
Sanchez et al., 2004). Contrastingly, studies
have argued that private vehicle ownership is
the dominant transportation variable driving
differences in employment outcomes (Baum,
2009; Ong and Miller, 2005; Raphael and
Stoll, 2001; Taylor and Ong, 1995).

Locations that occupy geographically
central locations, or have exogenously devel-
oped as centres of economic activity or afflu-
ence, will be more likely to see local public
transit investment due to the higher eco-
nomic returns to transit infrastructure in
such areas. The effect of Hurricane Sandy
on New York City’s public transportation
infrastructure presents an unprecedented
natural experiment to investigate a causal
relationship. Using the truly exogenous
reduction in public transportation that
occurred in particular neighbourhoods, this
study will provide evidence for a causal rela-
tionship between public transportation
access and local unemployment.

Related research

This section forms a basis for the current
study in the foundational contribution of
Kain (1968). Subsequently, this section will
describe more recent and closely related
works, particularly those that look specifi-
cally at transportation and the accessibility
of jobs within US metropolitan areas.

Post-war North American cities have
undergone suburbanisation of employment,
accompanied by a decrease in the relative
importance of the manufacturing economy
(Wilson, 1996). This shift in the labour mar-
ket arose concurrently with rising inner-city
unemployment. Kain (1968) represents the
first effort in the literature to draw an
empirical connection between location of
housing and the propensity to be unem-
ployed. Kain (1968) specifically attempted
to explain the unusually high rates of unem-
ployment that persisted in black neighbour-
hoods in the inner cities of Chicago and
Detroit. While previous investigations had
exclusively blamed job market discrimina-
tion for the gap in employment between
white and black neighbourhoods, Kain
(1968) suggested that the locational charac-
teristics of neighbourhoods with respect to
job centres might also play a strong role in
determining job market outcomes.

Since Kain (1968), several papers have
reviewed or extended the spatial mismatch
hypothesis (Brueckner and Zenou, 2003;
Coulson et al., 2001; Gobillon et al., 2007;
Raphael, 1998; Rogers, 1997; Smith and
Zenou, 2003; Taylor and Ong, 1995). To this
point there have been conflicting findings
regarding whether spatial mismatch is a pri-
mary driver of high unemployment amongst
inner-city populations.

Harrison (1972) looked at large US
metros and found no conclusive evidence
that spatial isolation was causing unemploy-
ment amongst black populations. The study
ceded the difficulty of identifying a causal
relationship, calling for a longitudinal study
to track the movement of households
through time. Farley (1982) presented
empirical evidence that spatial dimensions of
employment markets cause higher rates of
unemployment amongst black populations,
particularly in northern US metros. The
study used controlled regressions and esti-
mated that 15% of the gap in white-black
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unemployment could be derived as a conse-
quence of housing segregation and suburban
employment location. Immergluck (1998)
applied an investigation of spatial mismatch
to Chicago, finding a strong correlation
between localised job market opportunities
and the likelihood of being employed.

The importance of spatial dimensions of
labour markets can be generalised beyond
inner-city minority populations to investiga-
tions into the importance of job accessibility
to workers generally. It is important to
recognise that isolation from opportunities
is a consequence of inaccessibility, rather
than distance. If workers have efficient
transportation that connects them to jobs
then distance can plausibly be overcome.
This reasoning has led to the growth of so-
called ‘transportation mismatch’ literature,
which purports to show that if isolated
populations are extended transportation
opportunities, unemployment gaps may be
abated.

Numerous prior papers have demon-
strated that increasing rates of private vehi-
cle ownership amongst low-income or
minority populations may be an effective
means of reducing unemployment amongst
these populations (Baum, 2009; Gordon and
Kumar, 1989; Kawabata, 2003; Ong and
Miller, 2005; Raphael and Stoll, 2001;
Taylor and Ong, 1995). Taylor and Ong
(1995) found that commute times amongst
minority workers were actually shorter than
for white workers, in apparent contradiction
to the spatial mismatch hypothesis. Driving
to work alone – as opposed to alternative
modes – was shown to be a significant pre-
dictor of a short commute time across race
groups and neighbourhoods. Raphael and
Stoll (2001) examined the gap in employ-
ment outcomes between minority and white
workers, finding that lower rates of car own-
ership amongst minority populations
explained 45% of the black-white employ-
ment gap, and 17% of the Hispanic-white

employment gap. Ong and Miller (2005)
argued that there is surprisingly scant evi-
dence supporting spatial mismatch being a
major driver of differential unemployment
rates for black workers, and presented com-
pelling empirical evidence that the lack of a
private vehicle significantly limits job pros-
pects of black workers in the context of Los
Angeles.

Despite evidence of a beneficial marginal
effect of car ownership, it is not clear that
aggregate regional accessibility is well served
by increasing private vehicle use. In dense
urban environments in the US, road net-
works are typically filled past their designed
capacity during peak hours, resulting in con-
gestion. Although providing a car to a mar-
ginal household may increase the job
prospects of that household, increased car
ownership also inflicts a cost on existing
commuters through higher congestion. The
effect of increased car ownership on aggre-
gate mobility and accessibility is therefore
ambiguous, with the negative effects being
more pronounced in high congestion cities.

The provision of public transit provides a
plausible means to increase employment
access while not contributing to road con-
gestion. Thomas Sanchez furnishes the liter-
ature with US case studies looking directly
at public transit characteristics – such as the
nearness to a bus or subway stop, or transit
service frequency – relating high transporta-
tion access to lower levels of unemployment.
Sanchez (1999) analysed access to public
transportation for poor black communities
in Portland, Oregon and Atlanta, Georgia,
finding that unemployment is higher for
those residents who live more than 400
meters from a public transit node. Sanchez
et al. (2004) looked at a wider sample of cit-
ies and found transit access to be negatively
related to the likelihood of a household
being on government assistance. Despite
these seemingly strong findings, Sanchez et
al. (2004) admits to possible identification
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issues, pointing out that the locational
choices of households ‘result from complex
and intricate factors’ that may be codeter-
mined with economic success.

Bollinger and Ihlanfeldt (1997, 2003) esti-
mated local employment growth attributable
to the construction of rail infrastructure in
the Atlanta region. The authors found that
neighbourhoods adjacent to a new rail sta-
tion had no significant increase in local
employment. Bollinger and Ihlanfeldt (1997)
suggest this is attributable to the low rider-
ship of the rail system in the highly auto-
oriented environment of Atlanta.

Kain (1992) provided an exhaustive
review of prior spatial mismatch research at
the time. Kain (1992) contains a direct dis-
cussion of the merits of promoting mobility
as a means to overcome the problems of spa-
tial mismatch, particularly directing the dis-
cussion at Hughes and Madden (1991).
Hughes and Madden (1991) advocated inte-
grative housing policies that would end spa-
tial isolation amongst black populations,
suggesting that transportation-based policies
are untenable because they accept persistent
segregation. Kain (1992) responded that
increasing suburban access to inner-city resi-
dents is actually pro-integrative as it reduces
the daily experience of isolation. Gobillon et
al. (2007) investigated transportation-based
solutions to spatial mismatch and found evi-
dence for the efficacy of such policies to be
mixed.

Identifying the causal effect of transporta-
tion investment on employment must over-
come the potentially endogenous processes
by which transit provision and local eco-
nomic growth are determined. Specifically, it
is unclear if transportation infrastructure
causes changes in local labour market out-
comes or rather the citing of transportation
is determined by preexisting local economic
conditions. A related argument put forward
by Knight and Trygg (1977) is that the
impact of rail infrastructure on accessibility

is limited because urban rail is almost exclu-
sively cited in areas that can be easily
accessed by car to begin with. Ihlanfeldt and
Sjoquist (1998) provide a discussion of the
potential endogeneity that occurs when
using household location as a predictor of
employment outcomes: ‘The problem with
this approach is that while job access may
affect employment, employment may also
affect the magnitude of the measure of job
access.’ Ihlanfeldt and Sjoquist (1998: 855)
considered past evidence to be inconclusive
regarding the presence of a causal role of
transportation access on employment. A pri-
mary focus of this paper will be to establish
that the accessibility provided by public
transportation has a causal relationship with
neighbourhood unemployment, particularly
amongst those without access to a private
vehicle.

Exclusively studying youth populations
has provided a partial solution to the identi-
fication problem because the location of a
youth’s home is more plausibly exogenous.
If it is assumed that youth have no influence
over household locational choice then a
youth’s location may be orthogonal to their
employability; however, job market ability
has been shown to be highly stable across
familial generations (Clark, 2014), suggest-
ing that the neighbourhood choice of par-
ents may be spatially stratifying youth
populations by ability. Ellwood (1986)
examined youth employment outcomes in
Chicago, finding that although isolated
black populations commuted significantly
farther on average than whites, spatial isola-
tion had only a small effect on their ability
to actually secure employment. Ihlanfeldt
and Sjoquist (1990) delivered compelling evi-
dence that ‘nearness to jobs’ through the
transportation network is strongly corre-
lated with unemployment amongst youth
populations in Philadelphia. O’Regan and
Quigley provided a series of papers on the
connection between neighbourhood
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accessibility and youth employment rates
(O’Regan and Quigley, 1996, 1998), gener-
ally finding that more centrally located
neighbourhoods provide superior job mar-
ket outcomes for youth.

Holzer et al. (2003) supplies a study that
is closely related to the current paper in its
attempt to overcome the identification prob-
lem through use of a natural experiment.
Holzer et al. (2003) recognised, ‘no study
has identified a clear exogenous source of
variation in spatial access to employment
opportunities.’ Holzer et al. (2003: 416) used
the 1997 expansion of the San Francisco
region’s Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART)
system, which extended service to a particu-
lar suburb, as an exogenous shock to the
labour pool available to firms located along
the new BART route. Holzer et al. (2003)
found that firms along the extension hired
more Hispanic residents from the inner city
after the extension was completed, although
found no significant impact on black
employment. The exogeneity assumption
made by Holzer et al. (2003) is suspect
because it ignores that the citing of transit
infrastructure may be codetermined with
economic activity (see Knight and
Trygg, 1977). The citing of the new BART
line was not random, but was specifically
located along a route where planners fore-
saw a future demand for commuting.
Furthermore, exogeneity of the event
assumes that the extension played no factor
in firm locational choice in the years leading
up to the actual opening of the new rail
route. It is likely that firms that chose to
locate along the new line were predisposed
to taking advantage of the inner-city labour
pool, as accessible labour is a natural
consideration in firm locational choice.
Therefore, the finding that firms along the
rail extension hired a higher percentage
of Hispanic workers cannot be simply
attributed to increased mobility of these
residents. A central contribution of the

present paper will be to utilise an
unplanned and unforeseen variation in
infrastructure to avoid these barriers to
causal inference.

Several of the aforementioned papers
share the same barrier to identification: dis-
entangling the endogenous relationship
between localised economic development
and the citing of public transit. In order
to infer a causal impact of public transporta-
tion on neighbourhood employment, the
effect of employment on transportation
infrastructure construction must be removed.
The remainder of this paper will explicitly
address this confounding relationship.

Data

This paper relies on American Community
Survey (ACS) data, collected by the US
Census Bureau. In order to identify trends
through time, one-year estimates are used
for years 2010 through 2013. The ACS
Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) pro-
vides annual individual level observations,
including employment status, for a randomly
selected 1% of the US population. Variables
are taken directly from the Integrated Public
Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) data prod-
ucts (Ruggles et al., 2014).

All individuals living outside of New
York City are dropped from the sample.
Only individuals at least 16 years of age and
in the labour force are retained for analysis.
Of individuals at least 16 years of age and
living in New York City, 60.6% are in the
labour force. This creates a sample of
136,726 individual level observations, split
roughly evenly across the four years
observed.

The smallest identifiable geographic unit
is the Public Use Microdata Area (PUMA).
Each PUMA contains at least 100,000 per-
sons. PUMA boundaries are contiguous
with New York City boundaries, covering
the entire city.
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Income is represented by the individual
respondent’s total pre-tax personal income,
normalised to 2013 dollars. Income is repre-
sented in regressions in logged form.

Dummy variables for race are generated
for each observation. White, black and
Asian are considered mutually exclusive race
groups; however, Hispanic ethnicity is
derived from a separate survey question and
therefore an individual can be considered as
both Hispanic and either white, black or
Asian.

Regressions also use Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) insurance
payout data, which cover payouts to hous-
ing owners and renters under the Individuals
and Households Program (IHP).
Observations can be identified as resulting
from damage caused by Hurricane Sandy.
All payments resulting from other events are
dropped. IHP data is used as a proxy for the
intensity of local storm damage. FEMA
reports these data at the Zip Code

Tabulation Area. Data has been cross-
walked to PUMAs using the Missouri
Census Data Centre’s Geographic
Correspondence Engine, providing an esti-
mate for the average individual’s FEMA
payout by PUMA.

Summary statistics for the entire sample
of New York City workers are provided in
Table 1.

Hurricane Sandy and the R Train

Hurricane Sandy made landfall in New
York City on 29 October 2012. Amongst
instances of infrastructure damage across the
region, the storm resulted in the flooding of
the Montague Street Tunnel, which lies
beneath the East River and connects
Brooklyn to Manhattan (shown in Figure 1).
The Montague Street Tunnel is primarily
used by the R Train subway, which repre-
sents the major public transit connection
linking neighbourhoods on the western edge

Table 1. Summary statistics.

Variable Mean Std. Dev.

Unemployed 0.108 0.31
Adjacent to Brooklyn R Train in 2013 0.015 0.122
Adjacent to Brooklyn R Train 0.06 0.237
Year: 2010 0.243 0.429
Year: 2011 0.248 0.432
Year: 2012 0.253 0.435
Year: 2013 0.256 0.436
Age 41.433 13.821
Log of Annual Income 9.964 2.297
Access to a Vehicle 0.577 0.494
High School Graduate or GED 0.864 0.343
Some College Completed 0.648 0.478
College Graduate 0.405 0.491
Master’s or Professional Degree 0.163 0.37
PhD 0.016 0.125
White 0.496 0.5
Black 0.25 0.433
Hispanic 0.23 0.421
Asian 0.156 0.363
Storm Damage per Person ($100s) 0.694 1.903
Obs. 136,726
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of Brooklyn to Manhattan. After the hurri-
cane, R Train service was immediately inter-
rupted due to the flooding of the Montague
Street Tunnel. Over the subsequent two
months the tunnel was drained and repaired,
reopening for R Train service on 21
December 2012. In the months after the tun-
nel reopened it was determined by the
Metropolitan Transportation Authority
(MTA), who operates the tunnel, that addi-
tional repairs would be required. It was
announced to the public on 5 June 2013 that
a long-term closure would be necessary. The
tunnel was subsequently closed for repairs

between 2 August 2013 and 14 September
2014. During closure the R Train was split
into two routes, divided by the East River.

The closure of the R Train created signifi-
cant commuting delays for workers who
lived along the R Train route in Brooklyn
and worked in Manhattan, potentially put-
ting strain on their ability to maintain
employment. Additionally, unemployed
individuals living along the Brooklyn R
Train route may have altered their job
search strategy in response to the altered
transit service. Manhattan job centres that
were previously within commuting distance

Figure 1. Areas affected by R Train service interruption.
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ceased to be viable options for employment
because they could not be reached in a rea-
sonable commuting time. This point is cen-
tral to the identification strategy: the
removal of R Train service for Brooklyn
represents an exogenous shock to job access
for particular residents. If it is true that pub-
lic transportation access has a causal impact
on job market outcomes, then a sudden and
unexpected reduction in public transporta-
tion service should result in reduced job
market success for the residents of impacted
neighbourhoods.

The context of New York City is unique
within the US in regards to high rates of
public transportation use and low rates of
private vehicle ownership. In 2012, 57% of
the New York City workforce reported using
public transportation as their primary mode
of commuting to work and only 44% of
households reported owning a private vehi-
cle. Amongst the 387 other principal cities of
defined metropolitan areas in the US in
2012, the average rate of public transit use
for commuting was only 4.3%, while the
average rate of household vehicle ownership
was 89%. Findings for New York City there-
fore reflect the specific realities of a dense
urban environment with significant public
transit use.

Methodology

This study uses a difference-in-difference
approach to identify the impact the R Train
closure had on employment outcomes for
affected neighbourhoods. A difference-in-
difference approach allows for the estima-
tion of how employment outcomes changed
in the affected neighbourhoods, while con-
trolling for regional employment trends
through time, as well as fixed characteristics
that may differentiate the affected and unaf-
fected neighbourhoods. To further reduce
bias in estimation, borough fixed effects are

used in all regressions, to control for loca-
lised employment conditions.

Of the four years of observations used in
analysis, only 2013 is considered as having
been ‘treated’ by the closure of the R Train.
The R Train was closed for a five-month
period in 2013, whereas it was closed for less
than two months in 2012. The effect of the
extended 2013 closure on employment
should have the greatest magnitude and so is
the topic of empirical investigation.
Estimation will rely on representing the 2013
closure as a negative shock to employment
prospects. The brief 2012 closure does not
pose a barrier to establishing a causal effect,
as any negative employment effects on treat-
ment neighbourhoods in 2012 will result in
an underestimation of the true 2013 effect.

Three PUMAs are identified that are pri-
marily reliant on the R Train in order to
reach job centres in Manhattan and beyond:
Community Districts 6, 7 and 10 (see
Figure 1), all of which are in western
Brooklyn. Although PUMAs represent a
coarse geographic unit, this study is fortu-
nate that these three PUMAs align very
closely to the neighbourhoods one would
hypothesise to be heavily reliant on the R
Train. The boundaries of treatment PUMAs
are consistent through time.

Community Districts 6, 7 and 10 repre-
sent a highly diverse population. The median
income of New York City in 2013 was
$35,000. The median income of Community
District 6 was substantially higher at
$65,000, Community District 7 was substan-
tially lower at $25,000 and Community
District 10 was somewhat higher than the
city median at $42,000. These three commu-
nity districts had a greater share of white
residents (67%) and a lower share of black
residents (4%) than the citywide shares,
which were 50% and 24% respectively.

In testing the impacts the tunnel closure
had on these neighbourhoods it is useful to
confirm that these areas were not
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disproportionately affected by the direct
impacts of Hurricane Sandy; otherwise, the
observed negative employment effects may
be simply attributable to general damage
from the storm. FEMA provides data on
insurance payouts under the IHP, providing
a reasonable proxy for comparing hurricane
damage between PUMAs. The average indi-
vidual in New York City received $69 in
hurricane recovery assistance under IHP,
while the average individual in the treatment
neighbourhoods received only $15. It
appears that if anything, the treatment
neighbourhoods received less damage than
was typical. An exception to this average is
the coastal neighbourhood of Red Hook in
Community District 6, which suffered signif-
icant damage to building stock as a result of
the hurricane. Red Hook residents only
comprise 2.7% of the total population of
treated PUMAs; furthermore, results are
robust if Community District 6 is considered
as a control rather than a treatment neigh-
bourhood. To guard against the potential
direct impacts of storm damage on local eco-
nomic conditions, the average FEMA pay-
out within the individual’s PUMA is
controlled for in regressions.

As discussed in the previous section, 2013
brought a substantial reduction in transit
service for the treated neighbourhoods.
Observations that are both located within a
treatment neighbourhood and were recorded
in 2013 are referred to as the treatment
group. Defined in this way, there are 2082
treatment observations, within a sample of
136,726.

The methodology presented here over-
comes potential codetermination between
economic conditions and transportation
infrastructure by exploiting random varia-
tion in infrastructure. There is no possibility
that Hurricane Sandy’s impact on the
Montague Street Tunnel was planned or
predicted, meaning initial local economic
conditions were orthogonal to this variation.

Results

The impact of the R Train disruption on the
treatment neighbourhoods can be glimpsed
in Figure 2. Between 2010 and 2012 the rate
of unemployment decreased significantly
within the treatment neighbourhoods, falling
from 9.8% to 8.0%. Unemployment in the
remainder of New York City was relatively
stable over this period, falling slightly from
11.4% to 11.1%. This trend was starkly
reversed in 2013 wherein the neighbour-
hoods along the Brooklyn R Train saw a
rise in unemployment (8.0% to 8.4%) while
in other neighbourhoods unemployment fell
substantially (11.1% to 9.7%). This depar-
ture in outcomes in 2013 is suggestive that
job market conditions changed in the treat-
ment neighbourhoods in 2013, making
employment more difficult to secure or
maintain.

The impact of the R Train disruption on
commuters would only be felt within the
treated Brooklyn neighbourhoods if there
was a substantial proportion of the local
workforce using the R Train to reach
employment, the most probable destination
being job centres in Manhattan. IPUMS
provides workplace location data at the bor-
ough level within New York City. Of those
living within the treatment neighbourhoods
in 2012, 43% of the workforce commuted to
Manhattan for employment. Within the
treatment subpopulation that commuted to
Manhattan, 84% reported using the subway
to commute. This suggests that the R Train
represented an important link to employ-
ment for the treatment neighbourhoods.
The Hispanic population departs somewhat
from these statistics, with only 32% of
the Hispanic workforce commuting to
Manhattan. Those earning high incomes
were more likely to commute to Manhattan.
Workers earning above the median income
worked in Manhattan at a rate of 53%,
compared to 33% for workers earning below
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the median. For workers earning in the bot-
tom 10th percentile of incomes, the probabil-
ity of working in Manhattan was similarly
33%.

In accordance with Angrist (2001) and
Angrist and Pischke (2009), OLS is used
throughout this study rather than an estima-
tion method specific to limited-dependent
variables.1 Table 2 provides a regression for
the full sample of New York City workers.
As economic conditions improved following
the financial crisis of 2008, the probability of
unemployment amongst New York City
workers fell. Year fixed effects show that the
probability of being unemployed decreased
across the four years studied. Column 2 adds
individual level controls for age, age
squared, logged annual income and whether
the individual had access to a private vehicle.
Subsequent regressions include a full set of
controls for education level. Kasarda (1989)
provides evidence from US inner cities
demonstrating that a great deal of variation
in employment outcomes amongst spatially

isolated households can be explained by edu-
cation level. Column 4 in Table 2 adds con-
trols for race group. Finally, column 5
controls for the PUMA level variation in
local storm damage. The interpretation of
control coefficients is not of particular inter-
est because many of the controls are codeter-
mined. The central result, indicating the
impact of living in the treatment neighbour-
hoods in 2013, is robust to the inclusion of
these controls.

After controls are in place, the estimated
effect on an individual attributable to living
adjacent to the R Train in 2013 is an
increase in the probability of being unem-
ployed of 1.4 percentage points (Table 2,
column 5). The result is highly statistically
significant, as well as representing a large
effect in practical terms. This finding is com-
pletely consistent with a transportation mis-
match hypothesis, in which a lack of
mobility results in inferior employment out-
comes. This observed effect cannot be
explained by the codetermination of transit
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Figure 2. Unemployment rate within treated and control neighbourhoods.

Tyndall 529



location and economic activity, demonstrat-
ing a causal connection between transit pro-
vision and neighbourhood employment
outcomes.

Estimated neighbourhood level effects
can be attributed to a reduction in neigh-
bourhood connectivity. However, neigh-
bourhood self-selection may still exist, which

Table 2. Probability of being unemployed, full workforce.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Adjacent to Brooklyn 0.013** 0.015** 0.015** 0.014** 0.014**
R Train in 2013 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Adjacent to Brooklyn R Train –0.028** –0.0006 –0.004** 0.004* 0.005**

(0.0005) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)
Year: 2011 0.0003 –0.008** –0.008** –0.008** –0.008**

(0.004) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Year: 2012 –0.006** –0.011** –0.012** –0.012** –0.012**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Year: 2013 –0.019** –0.019** –0.019** –0.019** –0.019**

(0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Age 0.003** 0.003** 0.003** 0.003**

(0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0005)
Age (Squared) –0.00002** –0.00002** –0.00002** –0.00002**

(4.82e–6) (4.99e–6) (4.61e–6) (4.61e–6)
Log of Annual Income –0.085** –0.086** –0.087** –0.087**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Access to a Vehicle 0.0009 –0.002 –0.002 –0.003

(0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003)
High School Graduate or GED 0.008 0.002 0.002

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005)
Some College Completed 0.014** 0.013** 0.013**

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
College Graduate 0.013** 0.015** 0.015**

(0.002) (0.003) (0.003)
Master’s or Professional Degree 0.007* 0.006 0.006

(0.003) (0.004) (0.004)
PhD –0.003 –0.002 –0.002

(0.004) (0.005) (0.005)
White 0.008** 0.008**

(0.0002) (0.0003)
Black 0.019** 0.019**

(0.004) (0.004)
Hispanic –0.012** –0.012**

(0.003) (0.003)
Asian –0.023** –0.022**

(0.004) (0.003)
Storm Damage per Person ($100s) 0.0009**

(0.0003)
Const. 0.116** 0.886** 0.879** 0.879** 0.878**

(0.002) (0.032) (0.030) (0.030) (0.030)
Obs. 136,726 136,726 136,726 136,726 136,726
R2 0.0009 0.375 0.376 0.378 0.378

Notes: Significance levels: *: 5% **: 1%. Robust standard errors shown in parentheses.
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presents a barrier to inferring a causal effect
on individual workers. If households are
able to participate in neighbourhood sorting
in response to the R Train closure between
the time when the hurricane damaged the
Montague Street Tunnel (29 October 2012),
and the end of 2013 (marking the last day in
which 2013 ACS data may have been col-
lected) then particular households could be
self-selecting into neighbourhoods based on
the R Train closure.

The ACS contains a variable displaying
how long ago an individual moved into their
current residence. One possibility that would
suggest neighbourhood sorting is that unem-
ployed individuals moved to the treatment
neighbourhoods preferentially. This can be
empirically investigated. The controlled
difference-in-difference regression was
repeated, partitioning the sample into those
who moved within the past year (recent
movers), and those who did not. As would
be predicted by a neighbourhood sorting
argument, the ‘impact’ of the R Train closure
is far greater for those who recently arrived
in the treatment neighbourhoods, suggesting
that the unemployed are preferentially mov-
ing to affected neighbourhoods. The effect of
living in a treatment neighbourhood amongst
recent movers is an increase in the unemploy-
ment rate of 3.2 percentage points. The effect
on longer-term residents is only 1.1 percent-
age points. Recent movers claim a 13.7%
population share within the treatment neigh-
bourhoods in 2013. The effect of the R Train
closure on non-recent removers is still highly
statistically significant.

A second potential source of individual
level bias is the possibility that employed res-
idents disproportionately left the treatment
neighbourhoods or dropped out of the work-
force in response to the R Train closure.
Any large exodus from the neighbourhood
could be observed as a drop in average home
value or rent in 2013. Table 3, columns 1
and 2 provide difference-in-difference

estimates for average home value and rent
paid. There is no significant effect on either
of these variables from being in a treated
neighbourhood, although the point estimates
demonstrate a negative effect.

Workers who left the treatment neighbour-
hoods in 2013 cannot be observed and there-
fore their employment characteristics cannot
be directly examined. Changes in neighbour-
hood demographics can be observed and used
to check for shifts in neighbourhood compo-
sition. Table 3, columns 3–8 present the par-
tial effect of being in the treatment group on
the likelihood or magnitude of relevant
demographic characteristics. There is an
observable shift in workforce demographic
characteristics in treatment neighbourhoods
including an increase in the proportion of
black and Hispanic residents, an increase in
age, and a decrease in the probability of hold-
ing a graduate degree. Although these obser-
vations provide some evidence of a shift in
neighbourhood demographics tied to the R
Train closure, they do not pose a direct prob-
lem for estimation as they are all explicitly
entered into the difference-in-difference
model as controls. Therefore, changes in
socioeconomic make-up of the neighbour-
hood cannot be cited as an explanation of the
increase in unemployment found in this
study. However, the potential for shifts in
latent ability characteristics that are not con-
trolled for prevents the translation of clear
neighbourhood level effects to individual level
impacts.

The following section will exploit varia-
tion in a worker’s dependence on public
transportation to look for evidence that the
observed rise in unemployment can be linked
to reductions in mobility.

Results: Effect of private vehicle
access

Several prior studies have found a relation-
ship between vehicle ownership and an

Tyndall 531



Table 3. Shifts in demographic characteristics.

Home Value Monthly Rent Log Income Age College Deg. Master’s Deg. Black Hispanic
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Adjacent to Brooklyn –300.16 –12.649 0.024 0.559** 0.001 –0.009** 0.014** 0.013**
R Train in 2013 (2574.968) (10.812) (0.026) (0.069) (0.007) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002)
Adjacent to Brooklyn R Train 183,092.40** 219.502** 0.327** –0.477** 0.155** 0.095** –0.339** 0.041**

(725.377) (2.818) (0.007) (0.019) (0.002) (0.0008) (0.0006) (0.0004)
Year: 2011 –3768.625 –9.609 –0.096** –0.196 0.005 0.005 0.011 –0.006

(4649.019) (30.192) (0.029) (0.132) (0.008) (0.008) (0.011) (0.007)
Year: 2012 –14,589.15 45.512 –0.063** 0.024 0.012 0.005 0.004 –0.005*

(7647.874) (25.11) (0.015) (0.139) (0.009) (0.006) (0.009) (0.002)
Year: 2013 –7767.52 103.668** 0.006 –0.166 0.029** 0.013* –0.007 –0.008**

(4514) (19.969) (0.032) (0.129) (0.01) (0.006) (0.008) (0.003)
Const. 520,045.60** 1225.348** 9.982** 41.538** 0.384** 0.152** 0.268** 0.233**

(3731.423) (17.901) (0.017) (0.095) (0.006) (0.004) (0.007) (0.003)
Obs. 54,948 76,158 136,726 136,726 136,726 136,726 136,726 136,726
R2 0.018 0.012 0.001 0.00009 0.006 0.003 0.031 0.0006

Notes: Significance levels: *: 5% **: 1%. Robust standard errors shown in parentheses.
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increased propensity to secure employment
(Baum, 2009; Gordon and Kumar, 1989;
Kawabata, 2003; Ong and Miller, 2005;
Raphael and Stoll, 2001; Taylor and Ong,
1995). If the employment effect found in the
current study is in fact a result of the loss of
R Train service, this impact should be larger
amongst those who are most dependent on
public transit. The ACS asks respondents
how many vehicles are kept at the household
and are available to the household member.
In this section the sample is split in two:
those with no vehicles available at all, and
those with at least one. It was found that
57.7% of the workforce has access to at least
one vehicle.

Table 4 (columns 1 and 2) conforms to
expectations regarding the role of vehicle
ownership. Education and income are con-
trolled in all regressions so the impact of car
ownership can be interpreted as independent
of an income effect. Individuals with access
to a vehicle were found to experience a sig-
nificant increase in unemployment of 0.7
percentage points as a result of the transit
disruption, while individuals without access
to a vehicle were found to suffer a much
larger increase of 2.2 percentage points. The
effect of reduced transit is clearly more pro-
nounced amongst those who lack an outside
option for transportation.

This section’s findings strengthen that of
the previous section by drawing a clear line
in the data between job access through the
public transit system and employment
outcomes.

Results: Differences across race
groups

Exploring differences in US employment
outcomes between race groups has received
significant attention in the literature;
furthermore, investigations into the spatial
mismatch hypothesis are often predicated on
the observed spatial isolation of urban black

populations. It is therefore of interest
whether the impact of spatial isolation is
particularly acute amongst minority
populations.

This section divides observations into
groups of race and ethnicity. Table 4 (col-
umns 3–6) shows how the impact of job
access is highly variable across race groups.
For the entire population (Table 2, column
5), the impact of the R Train closure was
estimated to be an increase in unemploy-
ment in affected neighbourhoods of 1.4 per-
centage points. Amongst white residents, the
estimated effect is significantly less (0.7 per-
centage points), falling short of statistical
significance. For Asian residents, the effect
is not significantly different from the aggre-
gated estimate, and is estimated as a highly
significant increase in unemployment of 1.3
percentage points. For black residents the
estimated effect is 1.7 percentage points, also
statistically indistinguishable from the aggre-
gate estimate. In agreement with Holzer
et al. (2003) and Andersson et al. (2014), this
study finds the unemployment rate within
the Hispanic population to be most affected
by job accessibility. The closure of the R
Train is associated with a 3.4 percentage
point increase in the unemployment rate
of Hispanic residents. In practical terms,
the increase in unemployment attributable
to the R Train closure represents a precipi-
tous drop in the employment prospects
of Hispanic residents in the treated
neighbourhoods.

Spatial mismatch has often dealt exclu-
sively with the lagging employment out-
comes of isolated black populations. The
current study finds that, although black resi-
dents of the treatment neighbourhoods expe-
rienced higher rates of unemployment in
each of the four years studied relative to
Hispanic residents, the impact of transit
access on employment is much larger
amongst Hispanics. Holzer et al. (2003) put
forward a number of possible explanations
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Table 4. Probability of being unemployed, subpopulations.

Vehicle
Access

No Vehicle
Access

White Black Hispanic Asian

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Adjacent to Brooklyn 0.007** 0.022** 0.007 0.017** 0.034** 0.013**
R Train in 2013 (0.003) (0.002) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)
Adjacent to Brooklyn 0.011** –0.002 0.012** 0.005** –0.024** 0.004**
R Train (0.001) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.0008)
Year: 2011 –0.008** –0.008** –0.006* 0.0002 –0.009 –0.018**

(0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005)
Year: 2012 –0.012** –0.011** –0.014** –0.005 –0.014** –0.010**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.006) (0.004) (0.003)
Year: 2013 –0.017** –0.022** –0.016** –0.021** –0.020** –0.019**

(0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.004)
Age 0.003** 0.003** 0.004** 0.003** 0.002** 0.004**

(0.0006) (0.0007) (0.0006) (0.0008) (0.0007) (0.001)
Age (Squared) –0.00003** –0.00002** –0.00003** –0.00003** –0.00002* –0.00003*

(6.44e–06) (5.67e–06) (5.65e–06) (8.45e–06) (7.56e–06) (1.00e–05)
Log of Annual Income –0.086** –0.088** –0.081** –0.091** –0.090** –0.084**

(0.001) (0.003) (0.003) (0.0002) (0.0005) (0.002)
Access to a Vehicle –0.003 –0.008* 0.003 0.007*

(0.002) (0.004) (0.007) (0.003)
High School Graduate 0.0008 0.003 0.010 –0.016** 0.005 0.012**
or GED (0.007) (0.002) (0.012) (0.002) (0.004) (0.004)
Some College 0.010* 0.019** 0.015** 0.007** 0.014* 0.020**
Completed (0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.002) (0.006) (0.004)
College Graduate 0.018** 0.011 0.013** 0.004 0.006 0.031**

(0.004) (0.007) (0.003) (0.005) (0.006) (0.003)
Master’s or 0.006 0.005 –0.001 0.014** 0.013** 0.009**
Professional Degree (0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
PhD –0.002 –0.002 –0.006 0.003 –0.004 –0.006

(0.004) (0.010) (0.006) (0.012) (0.007) (0.006)
White 0.009** 0.007**

(0.002) (0.002)
Black 0.019** 0.020*

(0.004) (0.009)
Hispanic –0.008** –0.018*

(0.002) (0.009)
Asian –0.019** –0.027**

(0.003) (0.007)
Storm Damage per 0.00003 0.004* 0.001** –0.0002 0.004** 0.001**
Person ($100s) (0.0001) (0.002) (0.0002) (0.0008) (0.0004) (0.0004)
Const. 0.857** 0.901** 0.787** 0.988** 0.939** 0.797**

(0.023) (0.039) (0.039) (0.015) (0.023) (0.035)
Obs. 78,828 57,898 67,882 34,173 31,494 21,287
R2 0.381 0.373 0.313 0.422 0.402 0.41

Notes: Significance levels: *: 5% **: 1% j Robust standard errors shown in parentheses.
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for a pronounced effect amongst Hispanics.
Firstly, if a particular subgroup is more
dependent on employee referrals to secure
employment, the loss of jobs within the com-
munity may have a multiplier effect in which
a lost job lowers the prospects of securing
employment for those within the unem-
ployed individual’s social network. Prior
research has found that referrals play a dis-
proportionately powerful role in securing
employment amongst Hispanics and new
immigrants (Elliott, 2001; O’Regan, 1993).
Holzer et al. (2003) also suggests that
Hispanics may be more willing to travel a
greater distance to secure employment; how-
ever, this seems a less plausible explanation
for the results found here, as the treated
Hispanics are observed to be less likely to
travel outside of Brooklyn for employment
than other groups.

An alternate explanation for the pro-
nounced effect among Hispanics is the high
rate of subway use in New York City
amongst Hispanic commuters: 43.9%, com-
pared to 40.0% amongst blacks and 39.2%
for whites. These findings are consistent with
national investigations that show high public
transit use amongst foreign-born popula-
tions (McKenzie and Rapino, 2011).

In the current study, spatial isolation
from jobs appears to exert a larger influence
on black communities than white commu-
nities. However, the impact within the
Hispanic population is significantly greater
than within either white or black popula-
tions, suggesting that future investigations
into spatial mismatch should pay greater
attention to the apparently large impacts of
job accessibility amongst Hispanics.

Conclusion

The advent of Hurricane Sandy flooding the
Montague Street Tunnel represents a unique
natural experiment for investigating the
impact of job accessibility through public

transportation on employment outcomes.
There is compelling evidence that a sudden
decrease in public transportation triggered a
significant hardship for the job market pros-
pects of affected workers. This finding pro-
vides an argument against eliminating
existing urban transit services, as reductions
in service may have significant and costly
effects realised through increased local job-
lessness. An inability for agencies to fund
current transit levels and to contemplate ser-
vice reductions is not an uncommon sce-
nario (Gomez-Ibanez, 1996; Nelson et al.,
2007).

Household locational choice is not exclu-
sively determined by current employment or
employment prospects. Locational choice is
instead the result of a complex decision func-
tion of which one element is employment. It
is therefore not sensible to invoke an over-
riding theory of spatial equilibrium with
respect to jobs. Workers may be compelled
by finances, family ties or community net-
works to remain in a neighbourhood even if
it does not perfectly suit their needs for
employment or mobility. This reality opens
policy space for efficiency gains through
maintaining transit to neighbourhoods with
otherwise poor job accessibility. Establishing
a deeper understanding of the extent and
speed with which households relocate in
response to transit alterations would be a
fertile area for future research.

This study finds strong evidence that pub-
lic transportation access plays a meaningful
role in setting the level of local unemploy-
ment. During contemplation of public trans-
portation policy the localised employment
effects are rarely explicitly considered; how-
ever, the impact appears to be large. In New
York City the effect is particularly pro-
nounced within the Hispanic population,
and amongst those without access to a pri-
vate vehicle. Maintaining public transit ser-
vice to job centres should be prioritised in
transportation and labour policy, specifically
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within congested metropolitan areas where
increasing private vehicle ownership may be
inefficient due to negative externalities.
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Note

1. Angrist (2001) and Angrist and Pischke
(2009) argue for dispensing with limited
dependent variable models in favor of con-
ventional OLS approaches in cases where the
research interest is the estimation of a partic-
ular causal effect. The ostensible advantage
of limited dependent variable methods is tied
to reconciling structural parameters rather
than isolating causal effects. The statistical
significance of the estimated partial effect of
interest in the current study holds in the case
of estimation using a logit or probit model;
however, the partial effect provided by OLS
is more readily interpretable.

References

Andersson F, Haltiwanger JC, Kutzbach MJ,

et al. (2014) Job displacement and the dura-

tion of joblessness: The role of spatial mis-

match. NBER Working Paper Series (20066).
Angrist JD (2001) Estimation of limited depen-

dent variable models with dummy endogenous

regressors. Journal of Business & Economic

Statistics 19(1): 2–16.
Angrist JD and Pischke JS (2009) Mostly Harm-

less Econometrics: An Empiricist’s Companion.

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Baum CL (2009) The effects of vehicle ownership

on employment. Journal of Urban Economics

66(3): 151–163.
Bollinger CR and Ihlanfeldt KR (1997) The

impact of rapid rail transit on economic devel-

opment: The case of Atlanta’s MARTA. Jour-

nal of Urban Economics 42(2): 179–204.
Bollinger CR and Ihlanfeldt KR (2003) The

intraurban spatial distribution of employment:

Which government interventions make a

difference? Journal of Urban Economics 53(3):

396–412.
Brueckner JK and Zenou Y (2003) Space and

unemployment: The labor-market effects of

spatial mismatch. Journal of Labor Economics

21(1): 242–262.
Clark G (2014) The Son Also Rises: Surnames and

the History of Social Mobility. Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press.
Coulson NE, Laing D and Wang P (2001) Spatial

mismatch in search equilibrium. Journal of

Labor Economics 19(4): 949–972.
Elliott JR (2001) Referral hiring and ethnically

homogeneous jobs: How prevalent is the con-

nection and for whom? Social Science

Research 30(3): 401–425.
Ellwood DT (1986) The spatial mismatch hypoth-

esis: Are there teenage jobs missing in the

ghetto? In: Freeman RB and Holzer HJ (eds)

The Black Youth Employment Crisis.

Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, pp.

147–190.
Farley JE (1982) Black male unemployment in

U.S. metropolitan areas: The role of black cen-

tral city segregation and job decentralization.

Journal of Urban Affairs 4(3): 19–34.
Gobillon L, Selod H and Zenou Y (2007) The

mechanisms of spatial mismatch. Urban Stud-

ies 44(12): 2401–2427.
Gomez-Ibanez JA (1996) Big-city transit rider-

ship, deficits, and politics: Avoiding reality in

Boston. Journal of the American Planning

Association 62(1): 30–50.
Gordon P and Kumar A (1989) The spatial mis-

match hypothesis: Some new evidence. Urban

Studies 26(3): 315–326.
Harrison B (1972) The intrametropolitan distribu-

tion of minority economic welfare. Journal of

Regional Science 12(1): 23–43.
Holzer HJ, Quigley JM and Raphael S (2003)

Public transit and the spatial distribution of

minority employment: Evidence from a natu-

ral experiment. Journal of Policy Analysis and

Management 22(3): 415–441.
Hughes MA and Madden JF (1991) Residential

segregation and the economic status of black

workers: New evidence for an old debate.

Journal of Urban Economics 29(1): 28–49.
Ihlanfeldt KR and Sjoquist DL (1990) Job acces-

sibility and racial differences in youth

536 Urban Studies 54(2)



employment rates. The American Economic

Review 80(1): 267–276.
Ihlanfeldt KR and Sjoquist DL (1998) The spatial

mismatch hypothesis: A review of recent stud-
ies and their implications for welfare reform.
Housing Policy Debate 9(4): 849–892.

Immergluck D (1998) Job proximity and the
urban employment problem: Do suitable
nearby jobs improve neighbourhood employ-
ment rates? Urban Studies 35(1): 7–23.

Kain JF (1968) Housing segregation, negro
employment, and metropolitan decentraliza-

tion. The Quarterly Journal of Economics

82(2): 175–197.
Kain JF (1992) The spatial mismatch hypothesis:

Three decades later. Housing Policy Debate

3(2): 371–460.
Kasarda JD (1989) Urban industrial transition

and the underclass. Annals of the American

Academy of Political and Social Science 501:
26–47.

Kawabata M (2003) Job access and employment
among low-skilled autoless workers in US met-
ropolitan areas. Environment and Planning A

35(9): 1651–1668.
Knight RL and Trygg LL (1977) Evidence of land

use impacts of rapid transit systems. Transpor-
tation 6(3): 231–247.

McKenzie B and Rapino M (2011) Commuting
in the United States: 2009. Washington, DC:
US Department of Commerce, Economics and
Statistics Administration, US Census Bureau.

Nelson P, Baglino A, Harrington W, et al. (2007)
Transit in Washington, DC: Current benefits
and optimal level of provision. Journal Urban

Economics 62: 231–251.
Ong PM and Miller D (2005) Spatial and trans-

portation mismatch in Los Angeles. Journal of
Planning Education and Research 25(1): 43–56.

O’Regan KM (1993) The effect of social net-
works and concentrated poverty on black and
hispanic youth unemployment. The Annals of

Regional Science 27(4): 327–342.

O’Regan KM and Quigley JM (1996) Teenage
employment and the spatial isolation of minor-
ity and poverty households. The Journal of

Human Resources 31(3): 692–702.
O’Regan KM and Quigley JM (1998) Where

youth live: Economic effects of urban space on
employment prospects. Urban Studies 35(7):
1187–1205.

Raphael S (1998) The spatial mismatch hypoth-
esis and black youth joblessness: Evidence
from the San Francisco Bay Area. Journal of
Urban Economics 43(1): 79–111.

Raphael S and Stoll MA (2001) Can boosting
minority car-ownership rates narrow inter-
racial employment gaps? Brookings-Wharton

Papers on Urban Economic Affairs 2: 99–145.
DOI: 10.1353/urb.2001.0013.

Rogers CL (1997) Job search and unemployment
duration: Implications for the spatial mis-
match hypothesis. Journal of Urban Economics

42(1): 109–132.
Ruggles S, Alexander JT, Genadek K, et al.

(2014) Integrated public use microdata series:
Version 5.0. [Machine-readable database].
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota.

Sanchez TW (1999) The connection between pub-
lic transit and employment: The cases of Port-
land and Atlanta. Journal of the American

Planning Association 65(3): 284–296.
Sanchez TW, Shen Q and Peng ZR (2004) Transit

mobility, jobs access and low-income labour
participation in us metropolitan areas. Urban

Studies 41(7): 1313–1331.
Smith TE and Zenou Y (2003) Spatial mismatch,

search effort, and urban spatial structure.
Journal of Urban Economics 54(1): 129–156.

Taylor BD and Ong PM (1995) Spatial mismatch
or automobile mismatch? An examination of
race, residence and commuting in US metro-
politan areas. Urban Studies 32(9): 1453–1473.

Wilson WJ (1996) When Work Disappears: The

World of the New Urban Poor. New York:
Knopf.

Tyndall 537


