
according to the Oxford 
English Dictionary, equality 

is defined as: 
“The state of being equal, 

especially in status, rights, 
or opportunities”…

Equity is about the fair and 
impartial allocation of 
resources based on the 
needs of the population

not just the equal sharing of 
resources across the population
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whereas equity is defined as: 
“the quality of being fair and 
impartial” which is more than 

just having the ‘same’.

equality equity

equality equity
removing
systemic
barriers

It’s important to remember that 
there are deep roots to inequity 

that we face in our society.

As such, removing systemic 
barriers is also a means of 

changing the current status quo.
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The word “Equity” sounds 
a lot like “equality”

… but there must be a difference… 
and why should we care about it?



So where does this 
come into play for 

transportation 
professionals?

whether you are a policy maker, 
designer, or operator of a 
transportation system, you 

can think about how resources 
are distributed based on need.here’s a 

start, but 
there’s got 
to be more 
than that.
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Equity is important when 
considering the allocation 

and design of infrastructure…

which also includes the 
distribution of services and 

amenities amongst 
geographies and demographics of 

an area.



this can also include the 
make-up of the professions, 
firms, and agencies that are 
delivering the infrastructure, 

or the make-up and privilege 
of the individual people making 

decisions about resource 
allocation

Inequity in these areas is a 
systemic issue that exists in 

our education system Professional 
practice

and society.

and like all complex problems, 
many people need to work 

together to change the system 
that is creating and reinforcing 

these biases.

understanding our personal 
Power and privilege can be a 

good place to start…
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There are two 
other kinds of 
power that are 

super neat to think 
about, but for now 

we’ll look at 
those first two 
since they speak 

more to the 
systemic power 
struggles that 

show up in issues 
of equity.

So when two societies meet under different 
power structures, The power-with structure 
can easily be overwhelmed by the power-over 

structure and be forced to absorb and live 
by competitive values.

I’m in!

personal 
Prosperity and riches 

beyond belief! 
(and a free t-shirt)

trouble is, 
when 

societies 
operate in 
the power-

over dynamic, 
there is a 

chance this 
power will 
provide an 

unfair 
advantage 
for specific 

groups 
to access 
resources 

or services.

which leaves less for 
others who may be in 

higher need. Especially, 
those who don’t have the 

capacity to advocate in this 
system.

two kinds of power that are at 
play when societies are governing 
themselves are power-over and 

power-with

description:
Competitive, 
hierarchical, 

separation-based 
values. 

Control through 
Domination or 

force.

description: 
Connected, 
cooperative, 
consensus 
way of life. 

Power exercised 
cooperatively among 

equals.

gosh! 
This is 

getting 
tough!!

4note: page 4 and 5 is heavily influenced by work published 
in a  great book by Anne Bishop called “Becoming an ally: 
breaking the cycle of oppression in people” (2015)



Trouble is, this power 
structure has been in play 
for many generations and 

has resulted in permanent, 
irreversible, structural 

advantages to certain 
groups in our society. 

as such, we should take the time 
to acknowledge our privilege 
and how that contributed to 

where we are in society and the 
advantage that we may have 

benefitted from it. 

generations

why don’t 
they just

 work harder?

I’m 
stuck!

When you 
first start 

thinking 
about your 

own 
privilege, it 

can feel 
awkward…

… at least it 
did for me!

but tools like the 
Power flower help you identify where 
your background aligns with the group 
in power and the advantage that you may 

have received.

when you start to understand 
your privilege in society, 

this may leave you with a strong 
feeling of guilt…

In most cases the advantage our 
previous generations received was 

not our personal intention.  

alternatively, we can think of this as a 
responsibility that we have. Where 

responsibility refers to holding 
ourselves accountable for a 

wrong that we inherited from the 
generations who went before us.

we gotta 
do 

something!!!

but remember, guilt is 
shame over some action that 
was a choice, something 

intentional, or in our control.
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let’s see what we 
can do and how this 

relates to our 
profession…



Much of the work that is 
done on equity in the 

transportation system 
is around the access to a 

network (geographic equity)

In particular, this could be looking 
at how networks are planned and 
prioritized with due consideration 

of income, ethnicity, …

… age, access to 
transportation options, 

or special mobility 
requirements.

This type of analysis and 
subsequent policy work 
can then focus on the 

funding and allocation 
of the infrastructure 

Which is 
really 

important to 
ensure the 

system is fair, 
impartial, and 

providing 
services in 
the areas 
that may 

need it the 
most.

INCOME home 
ownership

FAMILY 
type

immigrant

or, the characteristics of the 
population that the facilities 

or programs serve 
(sociodemographic equity)
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there is another 
consideration for 

equity that may not be 
as apparent however…

this is around 
the idea of 

‘Design user’ 
or answering 
the question:

“who are we designing for?”

Multi-use path

raised cycle track

protected Bike 
lane

aversion 
to risk 

risk 
taking

aversion 
to risk

risk 
taking

“consistent with 
gender differences in 
risk aversion, female 
commuter cyclists 

preferred to use routes 
with maximum separation 

from motorized 
traffic.”

one example 
of this was 

discussed in a 
study by 

garrard et. 
al. (2007) 
that said:

it went on to 
say that bicycle 
infrastructure 
“that provides a 
high degree of 

separation from 
motor traffic is 

likely to be 
important for 

increasing 
transportation 

cycling amongst 
under-

represented 
population 

groups such as 
women”
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yet, the design treatments 
that we have been using on 
many of our streets didn’t 
follow that and instead…

… required 
people to 

share lanes 
with motor 
vehicles,

have narrow bike 
lanes with only 

visual (paint) 
separation,

or make turns at 
intersections 
‘like vehicles’.

Here I 
go!!!
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only a few will use it.

but, with infrastructure that is 
comfortable and safe for most 
people…

fewer people are 
excluded from using it. 

these designs were only deemed 
suitable for a small portion 
of our society. and, when 
the infrastructure is only 
comfortable for a 
small group of people…

this 
isn’t so 

bad.

nope. 
not a chance!

hmm. 
this isn’t 
so bad, 
either

ahh, 
much better…
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so far we’ve covered how 
design treatments can effect 

the inclusivity of a place. 
it’s important to also 
consider how mobility 
‘tools’ contribute to 
equity and inclusivity. 

tools have been used by humans to 
extend and amplify our senses and 
capabilities for as long as we’ve been 

creating them. For example, books to extend 
our memories, phones to extend our voices, 
glasses to enhance our vision, or bicycles 

and cars as extensions of our legs.

and in that way, we would think 
it’s rather strange to feel 

that the tool we use, 
or have available to us, 
makes us better than 

someone else.

this bias resulted in design 
guidance that would consider 
buses and bikes sharing a lane 

to be appropriate…

… and count as a 
legitimate part of the 

bicycle network in a city.

fortunately, new design guidance is 
being published, that is backed by 

research, suggests a human-scaled 
approach to mobility… 

and the infrastructure that you 
should build is clearly meant for 

all ages and abilities.

but this bias towards 
automation, power, and distance 
has permeated into our design 
guidance, decision making, and 

discourse.
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also, the tools that we 
choose to use or have available 
to us should not mean we can’t 
participate fully in our day to 
day requirements or desires. 

for 
example, 
a small 
lip at an 
entrance

…may as well be a wall to a 
person using a wheelchair.

or a flooded catch basin 
blocking a wheelchair ramp, 

may as well be an ocean 
between where you are and 

where you want to be.

or a poorly managed 
snow drift at a street crossing 

or slippery sidewalks in your 
neighbourhood, 

may as well be the edge of 
the cage you live within 

until the seasons change. 

the tools we use to get around 
should not mean we must settle 
for a different standard of living 

or level of human dignity.



To serve as a jumping off point 
for future change, Here are 

some of the ways that an 
individual, agency, profession, 

or public can think and 
act on the idea of equity in our 

transportation system:

Individual: Understand and 
implement best practice design 

that is based on current 
research and design thinking.

Profession: Continue to 
adopt design practices 

that have been proven to 
increase the comfort and 
safety of the design user. 

Profession: Take action to 
remove systemic barriers that 
may exist which limit certain 

groups of people from 
participating in the profession.

Agency: Plan and prioritize 
infrastructure and policies that 

are sensitive to disparities 
between various populations and 
the needs that may differ across 

the area. Think about capacity-
building opportunities, too.

Individual: Empathy exercises 
(spend a day in a wheelchair, 

experience sight loss or hearing 
loss through sensitivity training)

But remember, this doesn’t 
make you an expert, it merely 

opens your eyes to new issues 
to set your sights on.
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Agency: Design and 
construct infrastructure 
that will be comfortable 

and safe for the entire 
population 

Agency: Be cognizant of the 
diversity within the agency and 

disparities that may exist in 
the ranks of the designers and 

the decision-makers

Public: Demand we have 
equity as one of the 

pillars for how we plan, 
prioritize, design, and 

build the places we live, 
work, play, learn, and 

travel through.

Public: Demand we have a 
human-centered design 

approach 

Public: Demand to be involved in the 
planning and design process. Every 
voice is important to be heard and 
considered by the people making 

decisions that affect our daily lives.

a great place 
to be a boy!

so, what do you say? 
Let’s take some of these 

ideas for change and 
make a more inclusive 
and welcoming society 

together!

 The end… 
 for now.   
 - rm ‘18
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