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INTRODUCTION 

Denver is growing. And growth means opportunity. For the people who live here, the 
businesses based here, and for all of us seeking to create healthy, rewarding lives and build 
thriving communities.  
 
The Downtown Denver Partnership is committed to downtown’s economic vibrancy, which 
means taking the opportunity to explore how growth effects and serves a variety of 
populations. Women make tremendous contributions to local, national, and global 
economies, yet few cities examine how women use resources and require support distinct 
from men.  
 
The DDP believes women also present an opportunity. Understanding what women need in a 
city, learning how to support them, and valuing them enough to see them as a vital resource 
to community and economic health is an opportunity to invest in the city overall. Women are 
roughly half the downtown population, yet we rarely pause to consider how they, specifically, 
interact with transportation systems, 
experience the results of planning and 
design, benefit from entrepreneurial 
programs, or encounter challenges as a 
result of home and workforce pressures. 
This report is an effort to address 
previous blind spots when it comes to 
women and gender. It is intended to 
spark conversations about how to foster 
inclusive economic development, 
defined by the Brookings Institute as 
“reducing barriers to economic 
opportunity . . . to enhance economic 
growth” by in part allowing for the 
maximization of talent.  
 
Finally, this report is its own opportunity—an opportunity to be inventive. Creative. To 
consider how the places where we live, play, and interact would shift if we approached them 
from the perspective of “the other” half of the population.  
 
What could we come up with? How could it benefit us all?  
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APPROACH  

How can women make significant contributions to the economic vibrancy and overall health of 
our downtown? Answering this question first requires an understanding of the women who live 
and work in downtown Denver, asking how women interact with and use current resources, 
systems, and spaces, and identifying what barriers and challenges they may encounter. This 
report relies on data from a variety of sources—national, state, and local—to provide a clear 
picture of women in our city along the following categories: city planning and design, safety, 
transportation, care work, business leadership, human capital, and entrepreneurship.  

 
Certainly, this list is not comprehensive. There are many additional topics to consider when it 
comes to exploring the experiences and perspectives of women within a city, including 
healthcare and reproductive rights, policies, and funding for women’s programs and initiatives. 
A focus on the seven topics within this report is a starting point for future and ongoing 
conversations.  
 
This report also recognizes the varied experiences of women, grounded in the range of women’s 
identities and backgrounds. The term “woman or women” is used throughout the report rather 
than “female” to reflect the construction of gender and include anyone who identifies as 
woman. Finally, while this report includes efforts to further explore women’s experiences by 
race and ethnicity, it also seeks to identify overarching concerns, challenges, and opportunities 
relevant to women, thereby creating a starting point for future research and conversations.   
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WOMEN + DENVER: AN OVERVIEW   

The women who live and work in downtown Denver are educated, primarily white, and earn 
an annual income of just under $50,000.  
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THE ECONOMIC CASE FOR INVESTING IN WOMEN  

The state of Colorado and the city of Denver have experienced rapid population growth in the 
past few years. Recent predictions, however, not only highlight cooling numbers of those 
moving here from out-of-state, but call attention to the exit of Baby Boomers from the 
workforce in the next decade. Combined with continued job growth, these predictions require 
consideration of strategies to attract a skilled workforce and cultivate and retain talent from 
within the state.1  
In 2016, Colorado’s net migration reached a seven-year low of 30,000 people. Although 
more people are entering the state than leaving it, an ongoing hot housing market with high 
prices and low availability is 
operating as a deterrent for 
talent, prompting questions 
regarding what else the state, 
and city of Denver, has to offer. 
Conversely, economic forecasts 
predict steady increases in the 
demand for labor in the Denver 
Metro area—reaching a high of 
roughly 250,000 jobs in the 
civilian workforce in 2040—over 
coming decades.  

 
 

 
1 Svaldi, A. (3 December 2017). More Coloradans moving out as population growth brings traffic headaches, 
higher home prices. Denver Post.  
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The slowdown in migration coupled with the growing need for labor and an unemployment 
rate of 2.3% in Denver results in an increased demand for talent among Colorado and 
Denver’s workforce.2  
 

“Fifty years ago, companies opened new locations to be near 
lumber, copper, or resources needed for their businesses. ‘today, 
people are the natural resources.’”  

-Meredith Amdur, Analytics Expert, CEB Advisory Firm, quoted in the Wall 
Street Journal, 20173 

 
Access to labor is a pain point shared by global corporations and small businesses alike. The 
ability to recruit and retain qualified talent is increasingly a top factor in business location 
decisions.  

WOMEN’S ECONOMIC INFLUENCE  

 
Women also exercise economic influence through purchasing power. Interestingly, the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics does not disaggregate data in its annual Consumer Expenditures 
surveys by gender, although it does parse out its data by age, education level, race, ethnicity, 
and generation.4 Despite the absence of firm data on the topic, anecdotal data often cited 
by marketing firms claims women make over 80% of consumer spending decisions. 
According to a 2009 Harvard Business Review article based on a 2008 survey of over 
12,000 women, women in the U.S. control 73% of consumer spending representing $4.3 
trillion.5  
  

 
2 Unemployment rate of 2.3% as of May 2018 per the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Denver is ranked 19th among 
a total of 388 metro areas.  
3 Weber, L. (12 April 2016). Companies flock to cities with top talent. The Wall Street Journal.  
4 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (April 2018). Consumer Expenditures in 2016. Report 1073.  
5 Silverstein, M. J. & Sayre, K. (September 2009). The female economy. Harvard Business Review.  
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WOMEN: THE FASTEST GROWING SOURCE OF QUALIFIED TALENT  

Women are 51% of the U.S. population and 44% of the residential population of downtown 
Denver. Failing to consider the needs and potential of half the population means missing a 
tremendous opportunity to address the demands of the growing labor market. Given they 
outpace men in educational attainment, women are a highly-qualified workforce and one that 
has made notable contributions to the economy and families. The increase in women’s 
educational and labor market opportunities over the past few decades is “one of the most 
important economic developments of the twentieth century.”6 Women’s paid work provided 
an estimated 11% boost to the U.S. GDP between 1979 and 2013.7 Today, women generate 
41% of a typical family’s household income.8  

 

Yet the U.S. is the only industrial country wherein women’s labor force participation has 
slowed and is in fact declining, prompting consideration about how best to support and 
invest in women as a valuable component of a thriving economy.  

 
6 Nunn, R. & Mumford, M. (2017). The incomplete progress of women in the labor market. (pp. 19-32). In The 
51%: Driving growth through women’s economic participation.  
7 Appelbaum, Eileen, Heather Boushey, and John Schmitt. 2014, April. “The Economic Importance of Women’s 
Rising Hours of Work.” Center for American Progress and Center for Economic and Policy Research, Washington, 
DC.  
8 Nunn & Munford. (2017).  
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The percentage of women in the labor force is declining slightly in Colorado and Denver and 
independent analyses of the state’s ranking when it comes to economic opportunity for 
women is “good”—a grade of “B”—but provides room for improvement. The remainder of this 
report explores areas for improvement to address the decline in women’s labor force 
participation and capitalize on the contribution women make to families, communities, and 
our economy. After all, “The U.S. economy will not operate at its full potential unless 
government and employers remove impediments to full participation by women in the labor 
market.”9 

 
9 The Hamilton Project. (2017). The 51%: Driving growth through women’s economic participation.  
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Savvy companies recognize women’s potential. According to a survey by the World Economic 
Forum, 78% of global corporations report they are actively trying to recruit greater numbers 
of female hires, and small businesses and large companies alike will continue to see 
“competition for female talent escalate to a whole new level.”10  
 
It is increasingly difficult to deny the connection between a city, region, or country’s 
economic prosperity and the economic participation of women. International organizations 
including the United Nations, International Monetary Fund, Organization for Economic 

 
10 World Economic Forum source and according to report titled “Winning the Fight for Female Talent” by PWC 
Global 
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Cooperation and Development, and the World Bank recognize the economic empowerment of 
women is critical to economic growth and support international programs to eliminate 
barriers to women’s full economic participation.11 We have yet to apply this undeniable 
connection to the city level, however, and to fully examine women’s experiences in service to 
a more robust understanding of their needs. As the demand for qualified workers continues 
to grow, and as the nation as a whole and cities across every state begin to consider how to 
invest in women and facilitate their workforce participation, downtown Denver is uniquely 
poised to standout as an example of best practices for attracting women to the city, 
supporting their growth, and investing in them as a resource.   
 
The remainder of this report argues it is impossible for a city to flourish if the needs and 
experiences of half of its population are undervalued, unseen, or ignored. Downtown Denver’s 
economic vibrancy relies in part on creating a downtown wherein women are valued and 
supported. The first step in creating such a place is recognizing how women’s perspectives 
and experiences are distinct but equally valid. The remainder of this report is an effort to 
explore and address women’s perspective and experiences and suggest recommendations 
for downtown Denver’s continued and ongoing commitment to women.  
 
 
 
 
  

 
11 Lemmon, G. T. & Vogelstein, R. (2017). Building inclusive economies: How women’s economic advancement 
promotes sustainable growth. Council on Foreign Relations.  
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WOMEN + CITY PLANNING & DESIGN  

 
Sixty-six of the world’s population will be living in cities by 2050. Inclusive design—including 
in design processes people who are traditionally excluded and using their perspectives and 
experiences to build design better suited for all people and groups—is increasingly a feature 
of smart city planning, although one slow to be adopted when it comes to gender. With a few 
exceptions, most notably Vienna, Austria, cities are not designed for women or women’s 
experiences.  
 
According to a national survey of over 600 practicing city planners in the U.S., nearly all 
planners (94%) report their communities have a comprehensive city plan. However, only 2% 
report their plans give specific attention to the needs of women.12 Denver’s Comprehensive 
Plan 2000, for example, includes only one reference to women in its 243 pages, a mention 
of women and children as the fastest growing population of people experiencing 
homelessness.13 Denver’s Neighborhood Planning Initiative Strategic Plan (2016), a 
document encouraging all neighborhoods within the city to adopt strategic plans and 
outlining the planning process does not mention women once, even as it outlines best 
practices for engaging the public and communicating planning efforts.14  
 
Planning for women, however, is smart design. As previously discussed here, women are 51% 
of the population, increasingly the most educated component of the population, and through 
both their buying power and their role in the workforce, represent incredible potential when it 
comes to cultivating the economic vibrancy of a city or downtown. Women also experience 
unique challenges when it comes to interacting with a downtown area: they are more likely to 
experience poverty, assume responsibility of caring for a family member, encounter 
harassment, and juggle the demands of work and home.  
 

 
12 Micklow, A., Kancilla, E., & Warner. M. (2015). The need to plan for women: Planning with a gendered lens: 
Issue brief 2015 from the American Planning Association and Cornell University’s Women Planning Forum.  
13 Denver Comprehensive Plan 2000 Retrieved from Denvergov.org 
14 Denver Neighborhoods Planning Initiative Strategic Plan (2016). Retrieved from 
Denvergov.org 
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Inclusive design, particularly 
design involving women and 
their perspectives is beneficial 
for all groups and populations. 
According to the American 
Planning Association, design 
geared toward women also 
benefits families, the elderly, 
and millennials.  
 
Who cities are traditionally 
designed for:  
 
 

 

WOMEN-INCLUSIVE PLANNING & DESIGN  

Inclusive design first and foremost requires women are incorporated into the design process. 
Efforts to incorporate women include offering opportunities for women to share their 
thoughts and perspectives on the design and planning process. Focus groups, feedback 
forums, and public meetings offer such opportunities, however, city planners identify women 
are not always as active and participatory in these settings and acknowledge involving 
feedback and participation from a wide range of resident populations is a significant 
challenge.15 Paying particular attention to how women feel most comfortable participating 
and in what avenues they are likely to participate is an important initial step in planning. For 
example, public meetings during after school or evening hours often present challenges for 
women who may wish to attend but are unable to do so because of childcare 
responsibilities. Similarly, holding meetings in buildings with access to well-lit and nearby 
parking or public transportation options helps facilitate participation. Eliminating barriers to 
women’s participation is an often-neglected step but a necessary one and is the first 
opportunity in identifying and understanding women’s specific needs.  
 
In addition to incorporating women’s voices and perspectives, women-inclusive design further 
centralizes women via careful research disaggregated to reflect how women’s experiences 
are unique. You cannot see what you do not measure; therefore, an important initial step is 
to design careful data collection tools to fully capture and in turn measure women’s 
experiences.   
  

 
15 Micklow et al. (2015).  
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SPACE AND ITS USES  

 
Exploring the spatial characteristics of women’s lives opens the door for new thinking when it 
comes to designing and planning cities and downtowns. For example, living in close proximity 
to a place of work is considered integral in addressing the work/life balance needs of women 
and families. Single-use zoning prevents use of city space most amenable to the lives of 
women and families.  
 
Multi-use zoning, on the other hand, allows women to more easily integrate the many facets 
of their lives and mitigates the challenges women often face in juggling care work and paid 
labor. Downtown Denver currently allows for a mix of multi-unit residential, commercial, 
office, civic, institutional, and entertainment uses in large buildings containing one or more 
uses.16 According to Denver’s 2016 Neighborhood Planning Initiative Strategic Plan (NPI), the 
zoning context for the Central Denver neighborhood, an area including the Central Business 
District, Union Station, Auraria, Lincoln Park, and Civic Center encompasses downtown areas, 
campus, industrial, and other uses. This context is useful for considering how best to 
incorporate existing space designations with the needs of various demographic groups and 
how best to accommodate needs 
in creative ways. The NPI identifies 
the Central Denver neighborhood 
as presenting a “moderate need” 
for policy and regulation when it 
comes to new and old zoning 
considerations, space and land 
undergoing an “area of change” 
regarding designated use, and the 
amount of land mismatched in 
terms of land used for residential 
purposes but not zoned as such.17   
 

 
The need to revisit zoning and land 
use considerations presents an 
opportunity to consider how women 
use space in the Central Denver 
neighborhood and how to reflect 
this use into policy and regulations.  
  

 
16 Denver Zoning Code, Article 8, Section 8.1.1, Downtown, adopted in 2010 
17 Denver Neighborhoods Planning Initiative Strategic Plan (2016). See pp. 17-18, & 36. 
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TIME  

 
Similarly, study of the demands on 
women’s time must be central to 
city and downtown planning efforts. 
Mothers use time in fragments, 
breaking up their days as needed to 
address work, childcare, domestic 
duties, and other categories.18 
Understanding how women use time 
and use space offers insights into 
how to best serve women. 
According to time-use data from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, women 
engage in more household and 
caregiving activities than men.  
 
 
 
The Women-Work-City housing complex in Vienna, Austria, is one example. When city 
planners conducted research on women’s various needs and time use, they discovered a 
need for communal living situations wherein women could share the responsibilities of care 
and domestic work with others. The complex relegates space to make the most of women’s 
time. In addition to grassy courtyards on site where families may play together, the complex 
also includes ample laundry facilities, shared playrooms, an on-site daycare and 
kindergarten, pharmacy, doctor’s office and is close to public transportation.  
 

 

 
18 Falú, A. & Sassen, S. (11 January 2018). Women and the city: It’s time to rethink urban planning from a 
gender-based perspective. Scroll.in 
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 A Case Study in Time and Space: When “Same” is not Equal  

 
Public bathrooms serve as one example of how time and space considerations for women in 
public spaces are distinct from men. Traditionally, public bathrooms include separate facilities 
for women and for men and those facilities most often consist of equal square footage. Equal 
square footage often results in more facilities for men than women. Urinals require significantly 
less space than bathroom stalls. According to researchers, men’s bathrooms can facilitate up 
to 20 to 30 percent more users than a woman’s bathroom of the same size.   
 

 
 
However, anyone who has passed public restrooms at a sporting event or theatre intermission 
knows women’s needs are not the same as men’s. Women require more time to use the space; 
due to differences in anatomy, dress, and often need even more time to accommodate 
children. Further, biological needs like childbirth and breastfeeding necessitate more frequent 
visits.  
 
On average, take one and a half to two times as long to use bathroom facilities as men. 
Waiting in long lines is physically uncomfortable and subtly normalizes the discomfort of women 
and girls while communicating women’s needs are not worthy of consideration or better design. 
Designating more space for women’s facilities and drastically reducing wait times for women is 
one solution. Even better: single-stall designs available to anyone combined with family-friendly 
facilities. Not only do these types of facilities make the best use of space and address varying 
time demands—reducing wait times from an average of six minutes to less than ninety 
seconds—they are the least discriminatory.  
 

“Women are socialized to quietly deal with physical discomfort.” 

-Soroya Chemalay  
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REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN PUBLIC ART  

 
The phrase “if you can see it you can be it” is very apt when it comes to considering how 
women are represented in a city or downtown. That representation includes how the 
contributions of women are commemorated in public works of art such as monuments and 
sculptures as well as names of streets, parks, and plazas.  
 

“We live in a culture dominated by male icons, images, 
memorials, and statues. This subtle but continuous flood of male 
images both inflates male entitlement and diminishes the 
confidence of women. When girls and women don’t see 
themselves on our currency or our stamps, or memorialized in 
our statuary, the message is clear: you are invisible. You don’t 
matter.”  

–Equal Visibility Everywhere  

 
Less than 8% of U.S. public outdoor sculptures of individuals are of women.19 The lack of 
representation not only impinges on how women and girls see themselves today, it obscures 
women from history. The history of women in Denver is rich, and the spirit of the 
frontierswoman as well as the women who came to Denver to seek financial opportunity or to 
help shape the culture and identity of a growing western outpost is fertile ground for more 
overtly recognizing and celebrating the contribution of women to the development of the city.  
 
Such campaigns are currently underway in major cities. They city of Pittsburgh is asking 
residents to submit ideas for statues commemorating women and the contributions women 
have made to those places. For the first time in its 164-year history, New York’s Central Park 
will include a statue featuring two women: Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, to 
be unveiled in 2020 for the centennial anniversary of the 19th Amendment. Washington D.C., 
Salt Lake City, and Richmond, Virginia are also making conscientious efforts to feature 
women who helped shape those places.20 As cities assess their public monuments and what 
those monuments communicate about marginalized or vulnerable groups, they also face an 
opportunity to remedy the dearth in monuments and public art featuring women.21 The same 

 
19 Shane, C. (15 April 2011). Why the dearth of statues honoring women in Statuary Hall and elsewhere? The 
Washington Post.  
20 Salam, M. (9 August 2018). Rebel women are coming to a public monument near you. The New York Times.  
21 The city of New York elected to remove a statue of 19th century physician J. Marion Simms from Central 
Park. At one time considered the father of modern gynecology, Simms advances in medicine were made at the 
expense of the enslaved black women at the center of his medical experiments. The Mayoral Advisory 
Commission on City Art, Monuments, and Markers recommended the statue for removal and subsequent 
recommended to invest in more public art featuring the work and contributions of a population more 
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can be said of street names. Globally, roughly 28% of city streets have female names.22 Of 
the traffic circles named after people in Washington D.C., 91% are named after men. 
Although there are currently no existing data mechanisms for tracking the names of streets 
by gender, race, ethnicity, or other factors, cities such as D.C., Pasadena, and Los Angeles 
are considering proposals for the renaming of prominent streets to feature women.  
 
Undergoing an effort in the downtown area of Denver to diversify its monuments and offer a 
more inclusive history communicates the city’s desire to attract and support women. Such 
an effort first requires an assessment of current landmarks, monuments, public art, and 
street names. For example, of the 11 historic landmarks in Larimer Square, six are named 
after people, and 5 of those people are men.  
 
Historic Landmarks in Larimer Square 
Granite Building George W. and William N. Clayton, changed name to Granite 

Building in ___ 
Gallup-Stanbury Building  Andrew Stanbury and Avery Gallup 
Congdon Building Tom E. Congdon 
Crawford Building Dana Crawford 
McKibben Building  
Lincoln Hall Building  
Miller Building Warren Miller  
Kettle Building George Kettle 
Barnum Building P. T. Barnum  
Sussex Building  
Hotel Hope Building  

 
 
Increasing the representation of women in the city of Denver via street names and public art 
and monuments sends a strong nonverbal message. It communicates the city sees and 
values the contributions women make to shaping the city and makes those contributions 
visible so they may continue to inspire girls and women and normalize women as leaders and 
influencers.  
 
  

 
representative of the city’s population. The city’s Department of Cultural Affairs is now excepting public input 
and nominations for historical women as inspiration for public art. See Cascone, S. (20 June 2018). Grow up 
“Fearless Girl”: New York City wants to create monuments honoring its fearless women, too. ArtNews.  
22 This statistic is based on the study of seven cities worldwide, work conducted by Aruna Sankaranarayanan of 
Mapbox.  
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A FINAL NOTE ON DESIGN  

 
A space, like a downtown, is made of the physical environment, but policies and programs 
also play a vital role in how a place functions and serves various demographics. Women-
friendly policies and programs serve to enhance the physical space by further communicating 
women’s value to a downtown and allowing women the flexibility to fully capitalize on 
features of their physical space. Further, policies often lay the groundwork for physical 
design, as in the example of zoning. The remainder of this report addresses both 
components of city planning and design such as safety and transportation as well as factors 
that play a role in programs and policy.  
 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 
Women are half the population, yet we continue to design cities as we always have, with men 
as the default model. As a result, “women move through the world encountering small points 
of friction or discomfort daily, or pain points.”23 Urban planning with women in mind 
eliminates those pain points, allowing women to thrive. Further, planning for women is in line 
with planning for various other populations, such as families, the elderly, and millennials. 
What is good for women, is good for all. Urban planning for women increases the vitality of 
urban areas, creates economically vibrant city centers, and promotes inclusive economies 
built for long-term growth and success.  
 
You can’t value what you don’t see, and you can’t see what you don’t measure. Currently, 
downtown agencies and organizations, including those in Denver, do not collect a large 
amount of data disaggregated by gender. As a result, we are lacking information on what 
women need and want in our city and must remedy this via data and research. “The first 
step to becoming a more women-friendly city is finding out what the women in the city 
need.”24 A coordinated data-gathering effort is key to learning what will truly benefit women 
and how their needs and experiences differ from men’s. Such an effort would connect 
downtown entities such as RTD, Public Works, Parks and Recreation, the Office of Economic 
Development, the Downtown Denver Partnership and others in collecting gender-specific data 
and sharing the data across entities to understand and serve the needs of women. 
 
  

 
23 Kayembe, Danielle. (2017). The silent rise of the female-driven economy. Refinery29.  
24 Perry, A. (2017). https://www.uua.org/international/blog/gender-sensitive-urban-planning-future-safe-cities 
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TRANSPORTATION  

Women use public transportation differently than men. This realization is a relatively recent 
one, spurred by international studies of women’s use of time and space in cities. It is also a 
realization that has yet to make its way to Denver—another example of the need for gender-
specific research when it comes to how women use resources within a city.  
 
RTD’s 2018 Quality of Life Study, the organization’s data-driven evaluation of its progress 
toward meeting programs and goals, makes no mention of women, and while RTD shares 
data on ridership features including income level, age, and education level, it does not 
disaggregate data by gender.25 Even data regarding perceptions of safety is not parsed by 
gender, despite the very different perceptions of safety between men and women when it 
comes to public transportation.  
 

“Very few transit agencies in the U.S. have tailored service to the 
specific needs of women, be they safety measures, route 
considerations, or even special seats for breastfeeding.”  

-Bliss, 201726 

 
Denver and its downtown requires more thorough and specific information on how women 
use public transit, their needs, perceptions, and challenges when it comes to transportation, 
and how RTD resources may best serve women. Women’s mobility—their freedom to move 
around a city free from harm or undue burden—is key to their economic success.   
 

WOMEN AND PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION IN DENVER 

 
What we do know about women and public transportation in Denver comes from data 
collected from the Downtown Denver Partnership as well as data gleaned from the U.S. 
Census Bureau. According to Downtown Denver Partnership data, women in Center City are 
most likely to take some sort of transit to work—45% of women under 30 do so compared to 
28% who drive—until they reach the age of 30, when they are most likely to drive alone. Of 
women ages 30-49, 44% drive alone compared to 36% who take transit, an 18% decrease 
from women in the previous age group.  
 

 
25 RTD. (August 2018). Quality of Life. http://www.rtd-denver.com/documents/QofL-HighLevelReport-0818.pdf 
26 Bliss, L. (23 January 2017). Mass transit mobilizes women. Why don’t women mobilize for mass transit? 
CityLab. 
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Data from the 2016 Census Data presents a slightly different picture, in part due to the 
limitations of breaking the data into zip codes. In the 80202 zip code, representing the 
Central Business District, 31% of women walk to work and 47% drive, but only 7% use public 
transit. This may also be due to the fact 71% of women report they both live and work in the 
80202 zip code, meaning their commutes may not require public transit. Men are 4% more 
likely to take public transportation than women in zip code 80202. 

WOMEN AND TRANSPORTATION: WIDER TRENDS AND OBSERVATIONS  

 
We can supplement the information we do have about women and transportation in Denver 
with recent data collection and evaluation efforts globally and nationally to gain a more 
robust picture and develop a starting point for further data-gathering.   
 
Women take 15% more trips out of the house than men. Those trips tend to be shorter than 
the trips men take, and in large urban areas, are generally conducted via walking or bus.  
A young child in the home adds 23% more trips outside the home for a woman.  
Women take children to school three times more often men.27  
A woman is 80% more likely to make stops 
along her journey than men. Called “trip-
chaining,” women tack on various errands 
and trips to any excursion outside of the 
home far more frequently than men and 
tend to combine trips to accomplish the 
activities they must complete in a day 
including care-taking and wage-earning 
responsibilities.28 These trips often require 
multiple stops within a condensed radius.29  
 
Trains and light rail facilities are mostly 
used by women without kids.30 A majority of 
the trips women take outside the home 
may be categorized as care-work, meaning 
those trips serve the purpose of helping to care for a child, the family as a whole, or an elder 
and include doctor’s visits, school visits, trips to the grocery or market, etc. Studying the 

 
27 Transport for London—Women. Available from https://tfl.gov.uk/campaign/women-in-transport 
28 Sánchez de Madariaga, I. (2013). The Mobility of Care: A new Concept in Urban Transportation. In Sánchez 
de Madariaga, I., & Roberts, M. (Eds.), Fair Share Cities: The Impact of Gender Planning in Europe. London: 
Ashgate 
29 United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women.  
30 Inter-American Development Bank. (2015). The relationship between gender and transport.; see also, 
Transport for London--Women 
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“mobility of care” makes visible the specific needs of women regarding transportation 
services.31 
Usage rates for women of color are higher than white women and higher than men of color.32  
Within cities, women make 75% of all journeys by bus.33  

 
31 Sánchez de Madariaga, I. (2013).  
32 Bliss, L. (23 January 2017). Mass transit mobilizes women. Why don’t women mobilize for mass transit? 
CityLab.  
33 Bliss, L. (23 January 2017). Mass transit mobilizes women. Why don’t women mobilize for mass transit? 
CityLab. 

Case Study: Spain and the Mobility of Care 

 
The work of Ines Sánchez de Madariaga is an example of shifting paradigms when it comes 
to how we think about use of a city’s resources. Traditionally, transportation systems and 
public transport designs have been based on the needs and usage surrounding the 
business sector and in moving people from home to work and back again. Figures from 
traditional data collection regarding trip purpose—why people use transportation—support 
this traditional use: 30% of trips are for employment purposes, and the remaining trip 
purposes are broken into various subcategories with lower percentages: study (13%), 
shopping (12%), leisure (11%), strolling (10%), escorting (9%). 
 
However, when care work is reorganized into its own category, it reveals the prevalence of 
care work as trip purpose (25% of all trips) and allows for better design and efficiencies in 
transportation planning to address the needs of all segments of the population.  
 

 
 



 

DowntownDenver.com 23 

 
Finally, women have different perceptions of safety than men when using public 
transportation. According to Transport London’s report on women and public transportation, 
men and women experience their environment differently, with implications for how they 
perceive the safety of particular spaces.  
 

 
 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

 
Women are considered “choice riders” of public transit. When women ride, other groups 
follow, reducing omissions, and alleviating congestion on roadways. To cater to women, it is 
first necessary to understand their needs as riders. A robust study of how women in Denver 
use transit would aid the execution and efficiency of current RTD efforts such as bus stop 
consolidation as well as design for the 16th Street Mall the first and last mile. The 
“Transportation for London-Women” report serves as an example in how to approach 
women’s transport behavior, barriers to use, customer satisfaction, and current travel 
patterns. Such study will contribute to the creation of benchmarks to gauge how women are 
served and how best to support their unique needs, as well as a means of measuring and 
growing women’s use of public transportation. The effort has produced adjustments in 
physical space to accommodate the mobility of care, including step-free access to trains, 
subways, and buses to platforms to accommodate baby carriages, luggage, wheelchairs, and 
similar devices and contributed to more widespread equality initiatives articulated through 
Transport for London’s “Action on Equality” commitments to be complete by the year 2020.   
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SAFETY 

 

“Space is not neutral. Space which causes fear restricts 
movement and thus the community’s use of the space. Lack of 
movement and comfort is a form of social exclusion. Conversely, 
space can also create a sensation of safety and comfort, and can 
serve to discourage violence. Therefore, planning and policy 
around safety should always involve and consider women.”  

 -Jagori34 

 
 
Key examples of gender criteria in considering the design of physical spaces include lighting 
and line of sight, or the visibility around an area. City planners and designers increasingly 
recognize the need to create safe spaces for all groups and populations, however, women 
are often left out of the process used to determine what is safe or unsafe. Further, crime 
statistics and incident reports are also used as a barometer of safety when in fact 
perceptions of safety—independent of actual incidents—is the more appropriate and 
accurate metric.35  
 

PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY  

 
The Downtown Denver Partnership collected data perceptions of safety on the 16th Street 
Mall area in 2015 and disaggregated the data by gender. Two-hundred and nine women 
weighed in on their thoughts concerning safety on the Mall and surrounding downtown areas. 
The data collected is a strong foundation on which to build a more thorough understanding 
of women’s experiences. Comprehensive and accurate pictures of safety among women 
requires data collection from a range of sources. Surveys must be accompanied by focus 
groups and ethnographic observations about how women act and interact in a space, and 
require participation from women of a variety of backgrounds and identities to reflect the 
variance of experiences and perceptions across women. Particular attention must be paid 

 
34 JAGORI. (2016). Study on Violence Against Women in Public Spaces in Ranchi and Hazaribag, Jharkhand: A 
Synopsis; Anna Bofill Levi, Rosa Maria Dumenjo Marti & Isabel Segura Soriano, “Women and the City,” Manual 
of Recommendations for a Conception of Inhabited Environment from the Point of View of Gender. Fundacion 
Mari Aurelia Company.  
35 According to research on best practices for safety measures in downtown areas, “Using crime statistics to 
measure or impact fear and place-avoidance behavior is not advised except in crisis communication situations.” 
Stapleton, K. (2018). Safety, design and market share.  
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not only to geographical or neighborhood landmarks, but to the facilities and structures 
women must traverse and utilize to visit downtown. (Parking garages, available parking, etc.)  
 

“Downtown leaders ignore women’s safety perceptions and 
thresholds at greater risk to the competiveness and prosperity of 
their downtowns.”  

 -Stapleton (2018).36  

 
Place-avoidance studies and nighttime pedestrian and stroller counts are additional best 
practices for fully understanding how women interact with downtown spaces. Finally, paying 
close attention to the most frequented paths women traverse at “vulnerable” times of day 
such as early morning or night throughout a downtown area is central in shaping perceptions 
of safety and creating a safe city for women and girls.  
 
 

 

 
36 Stapleton, K. (2018). Safety, design and market share. In Design downtown for women—men will follow.  
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A Case Study: Relying on Women as Experts in Their Own Safety  

 
METRAC, a nonprofit based in Toronto, Canada was founded in the 1980s to reduce violence 
against women and youth. In 1989, in an effort to make public spaces safer for women and 
vulnerable populations, METRAC launched its first Women’s Safety Audit. METRAC describes 
the audit process as an action tool to design safer public spaces. The process relies on women 
participants and follows a checklist used by women to walk through various spaces and point 
out features that make them feel safe or unsafe.  
 
The original Women’ s Safety Audit checklist included 15 categories such as lighting, sightlines, 
entrapment spots, signage, and maintenance. METRAC’s safety audit has since been adopted 
by college campuses and public transportation facilities and is used globally to assess safety 
and make improvements in cities and neighborhoods. Independent researchers have evaluated 
and affirmed its efficacy and have also noted the need to consider the viewpoints and 
perspectives of women from a variety of socio-economic and racial/ethnic backgrounds to 
capture a diversity of perspectives.  
 
Positive outcomes of the Women’s Safety Audit as it has been employed over the last few 
decades include physical environmental and policy changes, greater community awareness of 
personal security issues, increased skill sets and confidence of audit participants and other 
community members, and positive publicity for groups and communities. METRAC trains 
facilitators to work in their own cities and neighborhoods to administer the audit.  
 

 
 
 



 

DowntownDenver.com 28 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION  

 
There are many opportunities for downtown Denver to become a safer place for women. First, 
conduct a “safety audit” of current physical spaces in the downtown area. Second, see 
women and girls as experts in their own safety. Involve them by collecting their input and 
encouraging their participation in decisions affecting their safety and wellbeing. Finally, 
encourage men to participate in efforts to increase the safety of downtown and to be 
champions of safe places for everyone.   
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ENTREPRENEURSHIP  

 
Entrepreneurship is a driving force in the national economy and is particularly important to 
women and people of color, who see it as a means of mitigating their dissatisfaction with 
traditional career paths or opening opportunities traditionally closed to them.  
 
As of 2016, there were an estimated 11.3 million women-owned businesses in U.S. 
employing nearly 9 million people and generating over $1.6 trillion in revenues.37 In the past 
9 years, growth of women-owned firms has been 9 times faster than the national average. 
Revenues have also surpassed national averages, with women-owned businesses 
experiencing a revenue growth rate one-third above the national average. And while 
employment growth has declined overall since 2007, it has been on the rise—by 18%—
among women-owned businesses since the great recession. Women are now majority owners 
of 38% of the nation’s businesses. Since 2007, nearly 1,100 net new women-owned firms 
have been launched each day. In the U.S., over half of the 9.72 million new jobs created in 
the small and medium size enterprise sector by 2018 were created by women-owned 
businesses.  

 

“Women-owned businesses are the fastest growing segment of the 
U.S. economy. If U.S.-based women-owned businesses were their 
own country, it would rank as the 5th largest GDP in the world—
greater than Canada, India, and Vietnam combined.”38 

 
Colorado mimics the nation in its growth of women entrepreneurs and women-owned businesses. 
Women are 62.7% of the labor force in Colorado; 42.6% of all employed women in Colorado are in 
managerial or professional occupations.39 Over 29% of businesses in Colorado are women-owned. 
From 1997-2014, Colorado experienced a 55.3% growth in women-owned businesses, including a 
6.5% growth in employment and a 90.2% growth in revenues. As of 2014, women-owned 
businesses in Colorado employ over 140,000 people in the state, and generate over $26 billion a 
year in revenue. The highest number of women-owned firms exist in the professional, scientific, and 
technical services industry, with over 35,000 women-owned firms in Colorado generating roughly 
$3.7 billion annually.  
 

 
37 The 2016 State of Women-Owned Business Report. Commissioned by American Express OPEN. (2017).  
38 American Express. (2017). The 2017 state of women-owned business report.  
39 Institute for Women’s Policy Research. (2015). The Status of Women in Colorado.  
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A majority (86%) of Colorado women-owned firms are sole-proprietorships wherein the 
founder is the singular employee.40 Women-owned sole-proprietorships generated $4.6 
billion in state revenue in 2012.  
 
Denver continuously ranks high in levels of entrepreneurship. According to the most recent 
data available from the Kauffman Foundation, the percent of adults who own a business as 
their main job was 7.3 in the Denver-Broomfield-Aurora metro area in 2015. That figure is 
4.9% for women and 9.8% for men.41 Although this growth is impressive, Denver has come 
short of making the list of the top-ten metropolitan areas supporting women in business in 
both economic clout and employee vitality in the last five years.42 
 
Metropolitan Area Economic Clout Rankings, the metropolitan areas that increased their 
economic clout—a combination of growth rates for number of women-owned firms, 
employment, and revenues measured over the previous five years 
 
Ranking 2017 2018 
1 Charlotte-Concord-

Gastonia metro area, 
NC/SC 

Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia 
metro area 

2 San Antonio San Antonio 
3 Austin Austin 
4 Indianapolis Indianapolis 
5 Salt Lake City Miami 
6 Riverside, CA Richmond 
7 Dallas Detroit / Memphis (tied for 

seventh place) 8 Raleigh 
9 Las Vegas Dallas 
10 Richmond Salt Lake City 

 
40 National Women’s Business Council. (2012). Colorado Fact Sheet.  
41 The Kauffman Index. (2016). Entrepreneurship Series.  
42 American Express. (2013-2018). Annual state of women-owned business reports.  
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WOMEN AND MICROBUSINESSES  

 
Despite impressive growth rates, women-owned businesses tend to be smaller, in both 
revenue and number of employees. Nationally, 88% of all women-owned businesses generate 
less than $100,000 in revenue per year; in contrast, only 1.7% of women-owned businesses 
make over $1 million. Of the nearly 200,000 women-owned businesses in Colorado, a 
majority are “microbusinesses”—businesses with five or less employees, including the owner. 
In fact, 87% of women-owned businesses in Colorado have no employees other than the 
owner.43 Microbusinesses account for 92% of all U.S. businesses with an estimated 
economic impact of $5 trillion in direct and indirect sales and receipts and induced 
economic output.44 Of microbusinesses, the most women may be found in the “newcomer” 
category, defined as businesses founded by individuals with no prior business ownership 
experience and in current business less than four years, operating as a full or part time 
business, and representing the owner’s primary source of income.45 The higher the revenue 
bracket, the lower representation of women.  
 
Five Types of MicroBusiness by Revenue and Percent Women  
Type Average Annual 

Revenue 
% Women % POC 

Newcomers $23,383 41 27 
Part-time, not 
primary income 

 $6,205 30 15 

Part-time, primary 
income 

$21,384 
 

37 15 

Full-time, less than 
$50k in 
sales/receipts 

$7,794 
 

32 18 

Full-time, more than 
$50k in 
sales/receipts 

$136,163 
 

18 14 

 
 
 

 
43 National Women’s Business Council Fact Sheet (2012).  
44 Association for Enterprise Opportunity. (2011). Microbusinesses: Bigger than you think: The Economic impact 
of microbusiness in the United States.  
45 Association for Enterprise Opportunity.  
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46 
 
While microbusinesses are an economic force themselves, they are more at risk for failure 
and their limited resources create challenges for scaling the business and fostering growth. If 
we envision entrepreneurship as a continuum with, at one end, informal “survival-oriented 
income generation” and “formal, growth-oriented enterprise” at the other end, we see the 
majority of women exist at the end of survival oriented income generation.47 Recognizing 
this is often women’s space in the entrepreneurship continuum and moving women from one 
end of the spectrum to the other is key to making self-employment empowering for women 
and contributing to a city’s economic vibrancy. Nearly 60% of all new businesses fail with the 
first four years. Helping women not only pass this daunting milestone but scale and grow 
their business is one example of how policies, programs, and resources create a city wherein 
women thrive. The Stanford Social Innovation Review recommends five practices for helping 
microbusinesses in a community:  
 

1. Recognizing the import of microbusinesses to economic vitality and the need for 
microbusinesses research.  

2. Increase data collection regarding microbusinesses and the communities in which they work.  
3. Share business and support practices among microbusinesses.  
4. Connect microbusiness owners to support networks and resources.  
5. Fund microbusiness growth in the immediate and long term to close the gap in revenue 

generation and success rate between microbusinesses and larger size entrepreneurial 
entities.48  

 
46 U.S. Small Business Association. (2013). Statistics of U.S. Businesses.  
47 Kabeer, N. (2012). Women’s economic empowerment and inclusive growth: Labor markets and enterprise 
development. International Development Research Center 44(10).  
48 Roberts, P. W. & Wortham, D. D. (16 January 2018). The macro benefits of micro businesses. Stanford Social 
Innovation Review.  
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Supporting women in entrepreneurship requires specific attention to where the women are in 
entrepreneurship, the challenges they face in Denver, and how to alleviate those challenges.  
 
This requires making sure women are not relegated to “microbusinesses” and a commitment 
to helping women develop into small and medium size companies with strong growth 
strategies. Access to capital is a necessary component to supporting the transition of 
women-owned businesses into thriving companies, yet women entrepreneurs are dramatically 
underfunded.  
 

  

A CASE STUDY: THE MICROBUSINESS ACCELERATOR  

 
CO.STARTERS is a nine-week entrepreneurship accelerator program offered at The 
Commons on Champa, a charitable organization of the Downtown Denver Partnership 
founded to offer space, resources, and community to support Denver’s entrepreneurial 
environment. Designed for entrepreneurs, CO.STARTERS guides men and women 
through a range of content for turning business ideas into action and helping 
entrepreneurs scale for long-term success. Funded in part by a grant from The Kauffman 
Foundation, CO.STARTERS’ cost of entry is low and allows for a wider range of 
participation from people across the entrepreneurship continuum. To date, 
CO.STARTERS has “graduated” sixty individuals, including ___and ___ people of color.  
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ACCESS TO CAPITAL  

Access to capital is one of the most challenging issues women entrepreneurs and small-
business owners face, not only at the onset of their entrepreneurial journey, but throughout 
their businesses’ life spans. Women-owned businesses generally receive only 4.4% of all 
dollars lent to small businesses each year.49 Further, women are often penalized with higher 
interest rates as well, paying, on average, 6.4 percentage points higher on personal loans 
5.4 percentage points higher on short-term loans than male entrepreneurs pay.50 

As greater numbers of women fall into the microbusiness category, their business revenue 
tends to be lower. On average, women-owned businesses make 30% less annual revenue. 
Because annual revenue is a factor in credit eligibility, “women-owned businesses, with 
poorer access to credit, may be stuck in a cycle of more difficult growth.”51  

Women also face a dearth of venture capital funding. In 2017, women founders received 2% 
of all VC dollars, up from 1.9% in 2016.52 While there are many factors contributing to this 
gap, one reason is the lack of women in the VC space, particularly in the decision-making 
and leadership role of general partner. Of the top VC firms in the U.S., only 8% of partners 
are women. In the Denver-Boulder area, only one VC firm includes a woman general partner. 
Increasing the representation of women in leadership roles at VC firms reduces unconscious 
bias and eliminates misunderstanding or dismissal of products or services designed by 
women for women.53  

  

 
49 The Urban Institute and U.S. Small Business Association. (2008). Competitive and special competitive 
opportunity gap analysis of the 7(a) and 504 Programs.  
50 Fundera. (2016). State of small-business lending: Spotlight on women entrepreneurs.  
51 Fundera.  
52 Zarya, V. (31 January 2018). Female founders got 2% of venture capital dollars in 2017. Fortune.  
53 Zarya. V. (13 March 2017). Venture capital’s funding gender gap is actually getting worse. Fortune.  



 

DowntownDenver.com 35 

VCs in Denver/Boulder 
Firm Any women partners/GPs? 
Foundry Group (Boulder) No 
Access Venture Partners (Westminster) No 
High Country Venture (Boulder) No 
Boulder Ventures (Boulder)  No 
Sequel Venture Partners (Boulder) No 
Greenmont Capital Partners (Boulder) Maybe? Michelle Goolsby is listed as a 

“Venture Partner” (can’t find her on 
LinkedIn) 

Altira Group (Denver) No 

KRG Capital Partners (Denver) No 

PV Ventures (Colorado Springs) No 

Meritage (Denver) Yes Laura Beller, co-founder 

Grotech Ventures (Denver)  No (although two VPs are women and their 
finance director is a woman)  

 
Specific financial, lending, and funding resources are needed, tailored to women’s 
experience as business-owners and entrepreneurs and built on an understanding of the 
challenges women face in funding. Global Banking Alliance for Women, for example, is an 
international, membership-based organization designed specifically to serve the female 
economy. GBA offers trainings, resources, and peer group learning opportunities to help 
institutions identify and adopt best practices for serving women.  
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CASE STUDY: THE WOMEN’S BANK  

 
In 1977, a group of 50 prominent Denver business women founded the Women’s Bank in 
response to the difficulty women typically encountered in gaining access to credit. The 
banks founders each contributed $1,000 as the bank’s preliminary resources and the 
bank opened on 17th Street in Denver’s Financial District in 1978. According to bank 
board member Betty Freedman, “At [the] time, [women] could get credit only on the arms 
of their husbands. We wanted them to be self-sufficient and capable on their own.” In 
1997, the bank changed its name to Colorado Business Bank. Denver’s history of women 
rising to meet the needs of other women serves as an inspiration in addressing the 
current challenges women in business face in accessing capital.  
 

 
Interior view of the Women's Bank of Denver building at 821 17th Street in Denver, Colorado, circa 1995.  
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Women make tremendous contributions to local and national economies. Those 
contributions are made despite the incredible hurdles and challenges women entrepreneurs 
and small-business owners face. Asking what women could accomplish and what they could 
contribute should those barriers be eliminated boggles the mind. The answer would not only 
elevate women, but people of color, and serve to enhance the economic vibrancy of the 
entire city as well as the state. Developing a better understanding of women as owners of 
microbusinesses, creating more pointed resources to help women grow and scale to larger 
businesses—in both revenue and employees—and instituting funding and financing practices 
tailored to women’s specific needs and challenges are three areas for improving the 
experience of women entrepreneurs and allowing them the ability to flourish.  
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CARE WORK  

 
Women are 46.4% of the overall workforce in Denver. Their labor force participation fuels the 
city’s economy. Despite their near equal participation with men, women also remain primarily 
responsible for family care duties and other tasks associated with the home, as national 
time use data indicates. Moms continue to spend more hours per week on childcare than 
dads.54 Among parents with preschoolers, working mothers put in an average of a week and 
a half more work devoted to household activities per year than working fathers.55  
 

 
 

 
54 Livingston, G. & Bialik, K. (2018). 7 facts about U.S. Moms. PEW Research Center.  
55 Milkie, M. A., Raley, S. B., & Bianchi, S. M. (2009). Taking on the Second Shift: Time Allocations and Time 
Pressures of U.S. Parents with Preschoolers. Social Forces, 88(2).  
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Considering the resources available to support women and families in child care duties is 
therefore an integral part of exploring how a city serves women and allows them opportunity 
to grow and thrive. Adequate resources to support women in care work allows women to 
more easily and fully participate in the paid labor force. Conversely, a lack of resources is a 
significant hindrance to women’s participation in the labor force, their economic 
empowerment, and their ability to contribute to the financial well-being of their families and 
communities.  
 
Childcare centers are in short supply and high demand, not just in Center City, but the entire 
state. There is only has enough licensed child care capacity to serve 23% of children in 
Colorado, and the 80202 zip code, at the heart of Denver’s downtown district, includes only 
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three child care centers. Compounding low supply is high expense. Child care in the state 
and in Denver is expensive and Colorado is ranked 7th out of 50 states for most expensive 
infant care, with average costs of $13,154 annually, or $1,096 per month. The cost of infant 
care in the state is 60% more per year than the cost of in-state tuition for a 4-year public 
college.56 
 
Existing childcare facilities do not meet demands, and the cost of childcare is a deterrent to 
women’s participation in the labor market. The lack of child care facilities places an undue 
burden on women, who remain primarily responsible for caregiving in families.  
 

 

CARE WORK BEYOND CHILDREN  

With a steadily aging Baby Boomer population, the number of individuals caring for an elderly 
family members increases daily. About 34.2 million Americans have provided unpaid care to 
an adult age 50 or older in the last 12 months.57 In fact, 29% of the U.S population is 
providing care for an aged, ill, or disabled family member in any given year. A majority—75%--
of these caregivers are women, and may spend up to 50% more time providing care than 
men.58  

 
56 The Women’s Foundation of Colorado. (2017). Progress Toward Prosperity: Priorities for Advancing and 
Accelerating Women’s Economic Security.  
57 National Alliance for Caregiving and AARP. (2015). Caregiving in the U.S. 
58 Institute on Aging. (2016). Read How IOA Views Aging in America. 

A Look at the Numbers: Child Care Costs in Colorado  
18.8 percent of a typical family’s earnings that goes to child care 
 

24.4 percent of a typical woman’s earnings that goes to child care 
 

10 percent amount of a family’s income devoted to child care to be considered 
“affordable” by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services  
 

$4.43 billion projected increase in Colorado’s economy if child care costs were 
capped at 10% of income  
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The cost of caregiving is 
steep, for women and 
businesses. The cost of 
caregiving on individual 
women in terms of lost 
wages and social security 
benefits is $324,044, 
exacerbated by the fact care 
giving for an elderly family members often hits women in their mid-to-late 40s, the peak of 
their earning potential.59  On average, caregivers lost 33% of their income per year of 
caregiving. Overall, 19% percent of family caregivers quit their jobs earlier than planned to 
care for a family member and 68% make some work adjustments like cutting back on hours 
or turning down a promotion.60  
 
Businesses in the U.S. can lose as much as $34 billion each year due to employees’ need to 
care for loved ones 50 or older. Additional costs for businesses include the cost of replacing 
workers who quit because of care demands (an estimated $3.3 billion), absenteeism due to 
care work (nearly $270 million), and caregiving-related workday interruptions ($3.8 billion).  
 
 

 
 

 
59 O’Donnell, L. (9 February 2016). The crisis facing America’s working daughters. The Atlantic.  
60 Freedman, V. A, & Spillman, B.C. (2014). Disability and care needs among older Americans. The Milbank 
Quarterly, 92(3).  
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By 2030, Colorado’s population of 65 and older individuals will be over 77% larger than it is 
currently.61 The annual cost of care in Colorado is $54,912 for home care and $97,546 for 
nursing home care.62 Considering the average household income in the state is $66,596 per 
year, and the percent of the population requiring care and providing it, addressing this 
inevitable cost must be a primary concern for any city and community mindful of its 
resources.  
 

 
61 U.S. Census Bureau, 2017.  
62 Caring Across Generations (2017). Preparing for the elder boom: A framework for state solutions.  
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Care work takes a toll on families, businesses, and women in particular. For women, that toll 
is financial, but often physical and emotional as well.63 Placing women’s experiences in the 
center of planning and design work requires attention to the biggest challenges women face, 
including care work involving children and elderly family members and consideration of how 
design, from a physical, programmatic, or policy perspective may help alleviate challenges 
and allow women to flourish.  

  

 
63 Kunkle, F. (5 December 2014). Daughters tend to aging parents more often than sons, but some are 
seeking a change. The Washington Post.  
 

A CASE STUDY: KUPUNA CAREGIVERS ACT 

 
In 2017, the state of Hawaii passed the Kupuna Caregivers Act, making Hawaii the first state to 
provide money to caregivers who also work full time. In recognition of the potential loss in wages for 
care givers, and the concurrent cost to businesses, the state now offers $70 a day to caregivers as a 
means of offsetting expenses and allowing caregivers to maintain their fulltime jobs. The funds are 
intended for covering the costs of services such as adult day care, home-delivered meals, personal care, or 
transportation. 
 
The Act and subsequent Kupuna Caregivers Program recognize the work women in particular perform 
to care for others and seeks to address the undue burden such caregiving places on women’s work 
outside the home: “Having the ability to get help on a daily basis will provide many women (and 
caregiving men!) with the support they need to build their careers at the same time they can 
provide the quality of care that family members are so well-equipped to offer.” 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 
It is impossible to fully understand women’s lives without appreciating the invisible care work 
they perform every day. Economists suggest the value of women’s unpaid care work is 
between 10-39% of the global GDP. Further, the more time women spend on unpaid work, 
the less their participation in the labor force. Helping to alleviate the demands on women 
when it comes to care work is essential in granting women the ability to fully participate in 
their work and careers, as well as their communities.  
 
Access to support and resources by way of childcare facilities in close proximity to wear 
women live and work is necessary. A first step is a feasibility study for the creation of 
additional childcare centers in downtown Denver, where there is currently a paucity of 
facilities and an increasing number of women who live in work in downtown neighborhoods. 
In tandem with these efforts is continued support for affordable childcare programs and 
policies in the city. As Denver seeks to attract and retain women talent, the high cost of child 
care coupled with an expensive housing market is likely to result in the loss of women in the 
labor market. Affordable childcare is directly related to a community’s economic vitality; the 
sooner the business community recognizes this and supports programmatic and policy 
efforts, the better for their bottom lines and future growth. The same is true for care of 
elderly family members. As individuals, businesses, and communities face the looming and 
staggering cost of care work for a massive elderly generation, it is imperative to explore 
creative solutions involving place, policies, and programs. Programmatic pilot studies, 
sponsored by individual companies seeking to get ahead of this issue and step to the 
forefront as leaders can make great contributions in exploring potential solutions. 
Capitalizing on existing community resources such as organizations delivering medically-
tailored meals to those coping with illness, for example, allow companies to aid their 
employees in addressing the demands of care work.  
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FINAL THOUGHTS  

 
Women are valuable. Yet the way in which our cities, downtowns, and public spaces are 
planned, designed, and created do not reflect women’s value. At best, cities and downtowns 
ignore this value. At worst, they undermine it.  
 
Women have made valuable contributions to our cities and downtowns in spite of all the 
challenges in their paths. Imagine what our cities could be if we eliminated those hindrances 
and allowed women to flourish. The concept is so new we are not yet capable of fully 
recognizing the possibility. What we do know is this: women are necessary to the economic 
vibrancy of Denver and downtown Denver is committed to fully exploring what we could be—
what we could become and what we can achieve together—when we design and plan with 
women’s perspectives in mind. Through collaboration, further exploration, mindful research 
and informed data-gathering, we intend to move forward in downtown Denver’s support of 
women. Because we know when women thrive, a city thrives.  


