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Problem and Approach 
 

Transportation accomplishes more than simply moving people from point A to point B; 
transportation keeps residents connected and engaged in their community and is a 
critical element in determining community and life satisfaction (Dawkins, Jeon & 
Pendall, 2015; Cutler, 1975). While transportation is key to remaining independent and 
productive, it is often an overlooked aspect of an individual’s community. This study 
aims to investigate people’s perceptions and behaviors around various modes of 
transportation in their current community and the ways in which transportation informs 
decision making, for example, when thinking about relocation. This study also explores 
generational attitudes and behaviors around different modes of transportation, including 
autonomous vehicles of the future.   
 
Driving is the primary mode of transportation for many living in the United States (U.S. 
Department of Transportation, 2019). However, as people age, driving rates decrease 
and access to alternative modes of transportation becomes increasingly important 
(Federal Highway Administration, 2018). While public transportation may become 
increasingly important later in life, only 11% of Americans report regular public 
transportation use (Anderson, 2016). One reason public transportation is low is due to 
access. The American Public Transportation Association (2019) estimates that 
approximately 45% of Americans have no access to public transportation. 
 
Even though public and alternate transportation usage is low in the United States, 
access to these forms of transportation is critical, especially as communities continue to 
age. When developing the Age-Friendly Cities model, the World Health Organization 
(2007) deemed access to affordable and accessible transportation as one of the key 
factors necessary for active and healthy aging. Additionally, AARP’s Livability Index also 
highlights transportation as a major influencer of community livability (AARP, 2018). 
While Age Friendly Cities and the AARP Livability Index are geared toward older 
community members, these frameworks not only benefit older residents, but aim to 
meet the needs of residents across the age spectrum (Biggs & Carr, 2015). Therefore, 
access to transportation is essential for individuals of all ages. 
 
While access to transportation is a key factor driving utilization, attitudes and 
perceptions toward public transportation may also influence use. This study will 
investigate the pain points and difficulties people have accessing and using public 
transportation in their communities. Results of this survey will begin to illustrate specific 
characteristics of public transportation that may lead to lower utilization and can provide 
a starting point for future research aimed at developing recommendations for urban 
planners and local transportation authorities. 
 
While transportation remains a critical factor for well-being, especially as people age, 
the extent to which transportation is factored into decision making is unclear. One 
example is the decision around relocation. Many factors influence where and when 
people choose to relocate including proximity to friends, family and coworkers (Wang et 
al., 2016; Ioannides & Zabel, 2008), climate (Dorfman & Mandich, 2015) and access to 



job opportunities (Mulder & Hooimeijer, 1999). However, little research has examined 
the role of transportation options and access when making relocation decisions.  
 
This research examines, how people across generations perceive and utilize various 
forms of transportation. More specifically, study results illuminate how and when 
individuals utilize various modes of transportation and their attitudes toward different 
forms of public transportation. This study also investigates the expectations individuals 
have on the role of transportation in their future lives.  
 

 
 

Methodology 
 

Data for this study were collected through a nationally representative survey of adults 
over the age of 23. The survey was developed by the MIT AgeLab and administered by 
NORC/AmeriSpeak. As data collection is currently in process, this study utilizes survey 
pre-test data consisting of (54) participants. Pre-test data collection occurred from 
November 28, 2019 to December 5, 2019 and cleaned survey data were delivered to 
the AgeLab on December 9, 2019.  
 
The national survey contained a variety of questions aimed at understanding the modes 
of transportation respondents predominately used in their daily lives, as well as 
information on which modes of transportation were available and accessible to 
participants in their current communities. A variety of transportation modes were 
explored included personally operated vehicles, taxi and ride sharing services, public 
transportation (e.g., buses, subways, ferries), and walking and cycling. The survey 
asked about both primary mode of transportation as well as the top three other most 
frequently used modes of transportation used in a typical month. The survey also asked 
respondents a series of questions on their use of and availability of public transportation 
options in their community. This series included question related to availability of public 
transportation, the distance of the nearest public transportation stop from the 
participant’s home, and a battery of questions around perceptions of convenience, ease 
of use, proximity to destinations of interest, and public transportation preferences. The 
survey also asked participants about their expectations of future transportation use. 
Specifically, the survey asked what forms of transportation an individual expected to use 
ten years into the future.  
 
While the pre-test data sample used for this report is not able to speak to how 
transportation plays a role in relocation decisions, due to the small sample size, 
complete data collected from the national survey will illustrate how transportation ranks 
in the relocation decision-making process. Survey questions include, the primary 
reasons why participants have or are planning to relocate and the most challenging 
aspects of their current homes, including perceived proximity to public transportation 
options.  
 



Questions included in the national survey aim to uncover how participants across 
generations and regions interact with and perceive various forms of transportation in 
their daily lives as well as expectations abo 
ut the future.  
 

Findings 
 

Sample Characteristics  
The national survey pretest was completed by a total of 54 participants. Demographic 
characteristics of the sample can be found in Table 1. Age was distributed relatively 
evenly across the sample with age categories ranging in frequency from twenty percent 
to around thirty percent. Gender was also relatively even with just over half (53.7%) of 
the sample identifying as female. Education skewed high in this sample with over half 
(51.5%) of the sample reporting a bachelor’s degree or higher. Household income was 
distributed relatively normally, with just under half (46.3%) of the sample reporting 
income between $50,000 and $149,999. The plurality (46.3%) of participants reported 
working for pay while over a quarter (27.8%) reporting being retired. The large majority 
(83.3%) of the sample identified as White with a handful of other participants reporting 
being Black or African American, Asian or Multiracial.  
 
In terms of geography, the plurality of participants reporting living in the South (35.2%), 
while the smallest percentage of participants were living in the Northeast (11.1%). 
Additionally, most participants reported living in a suburb near a large city or in a small 
city or town (75.9%), while fewer participants reported living in a large city (13%) or a 
rural area (11.1%). Finally, the large majority of participants reported being in ‘very 
good’ or ‘good’ health (77.7%), with no one reporting poor health status.  
 
Table 1. Sample characteristics 
Variable   N  
Age 20-35 11 (20.4%) 
 36-50 12 (22.2%) 
 51-65 16 (29.6%) 
 66+ 15 (27.8%) 
  Total N 54 
Education  Less than high school diploma 1 (1.9%) 

 High school graduate or equivalent 7 (13%) 
 Some college credit, no degree 9 (16.7%) 
 Trade, technical or vocational school 2 (3.7%) 
 Associate's degree 7 (13%) 
 Bachelor's degree 17 (31.5%) 

 
Master's, professional or advanced 
degree 11 (20%) 

  Total N 54 
Household Less than $25,000 3 (5.6%) 



income 

 $25,000 - $34,999 5 (9.3%) 
 $35,000 -$49,999 5 (9.3%) 
 $50,000 - $74,999 11 (20.4%) 
 $75,000 - $99,999 8 (14.8%) 
 $100,000 - $149,999 6 (11.1%) 
 $150,000 - $199,999 5 (9.3%) 
 $200,000 - $249,999 1 (1.9%) 
 $250,000 or more 1 (1.9%) 

  Total N 45 
Gender Female 29 (53.7%) 

 Male 24 (44.4%) 
  Total N 54 
Employment 
status Working - as a paid employee 25 (46.3%) 

 Working - self-employed 4 (7.4%) 
 Not working - looking for work  1 (1.9%) 
 Not working - retired 15 (27.8%) 
 Not working - disabled 3 (5.6%) 
 Not working - other 6 (11.1%) 

  Total N 54 
Race Asian 3 (5.6%) 

 Black or African American 2 (3.7%) 
 White 45 (83.3%) 
 Multiracial 2 (3.7%) 

  Total N 52 
Health status Excellent 5 (9.3%) 

 Very good 24 (44.4%) 
 Good 18 (33.3%) 
 Fair 7 (13%) 
 Poor 0 (0%) 

  Total N 54 
Region Northeast 6 (11.1%) 

 Midwest 13 (24.1%) 
 South 19 (35.2%) 
 West 16 (29.6%) 

  Total N 54 
City size A large city 7 (13%) 

 A suburb near a large city 19 (35.2%) 



 A small city or town 22 (40.7%) 
 A rural area 6 (11.1%) 

  Total N 54 
 
Current Transportation Use and Future Expectations  
Participants were asked about their current primary mode of transportation as well as 
their expected primary mode of transportation 10 years from now. Results are 
displaying in Table 2 and Table 3. Almost all survey respondents reported that their 
primary mode of transportation was a personally operated vehicle. Most vehicle user 
reported that they typically drive themselves (85.2%), while others indicated that they 
primarily received rides from a friend, family member or caregiver (5.6%). Only 3 
respondents reported using any other alternative form of transportation, including 
subway, commuter rail, and walking.  
 
When asked about their expected primary form of transportation ten years from now, 
respondents expected a personally operated vehicle to continue to be their primary 
mode. While slightly fewer people said they expected to drive themselves (72.2%), an 
increased number expected that someone else might serve as their chauffeur in the 
future. While relatively few participants expected to use alternative forms of 
transportation in the future, two respondents did indicate their interest in using a self-
driving car as their primary form of transportation in ten years. One of these 
respondents was between the ages of 25-35 while the other was between 51-65. 
 
Table 2. Primary transportation - now              Table 3. Primary transportation – 10 years  
Mode of Transportation  N  Mode of Transportation  N 
Drive myself 46 (85.2%)  Drive myself 39 (72.2%) 
Friend, family member or 
caregiver drives me 3 (5.6%) 

 

Friend, family member or 
caregiver drives me 8 (14.8%) 

Subway 1 (1.9%)  A self-driving vehicle  2 (3.7%) 
Commuter rail 1 (1.9%)  Subway 1 (1.9%) 
Walk 1 (1.9%)  Commuter rail 1 (1.9%) 
N=52   Walk 1 (1.9%) 

   

Car sharing (e.g., Zipcar, 
Enterprise) 1 (1.9%) 

   Bus or trolley 1 (1.9%) 

   N=53  
 
One potential explanation for the low percentage of respondents using alternate modes 
of transportation may be that participants simply don’t have access to alternative 
modes. In order to explore this, participants were asked whether or not they were aware 
of having a bus, subway, or other public transportation within a quarter mile of where 
they lived. Results can be found in Table 4. A majority (58.1%) of respondents indicated 



that they did have access to a bus, subway or other public transportation stop within a 
short distance of their home. Another third (34.9%) said they do not have access, while 
only 3 participants said they didn’t know if a public transportation stop was located 
within a quarter mile. These results indicate that while most participants were not using 
public transportation as their primary travel mode, a majority did have access to these 
alternative forms of transportation.  
 
Table 4. Public transportation access within a quarter mile 
Yes 25 (58.1%) 

No 15 (34.9%) 

Don't know  3 (7%) 
N=43  

 
Attitudes and Perceptions Toward Public Transportation 
Survey participants were also asked their attitudes and perceptions of public 
transportation along multiple dimensions including, ease of use, proximity, stress, and 
convenience. Questions were framed with both positive and negative statements that 
respondents could agree or disagree with. Table 5 breaks down the survey results by 
responses to negative prompts followed by positive prompts.  
 
Negative public transportation prompts 
The majority of survey participants (79.1%) agreed that it takes too long for them to get 
where they need to by using public transportation. Almost half (46.6%) of participants 
also agreed that public transportation routes don’t go where they want to go. These 
perceived drawbacks of public transportation may account for the low rates of usage 
reported by participants. When asked about public transportation comfort, the plurality 
(34.9%) reported a neutral opinion. Finally, when asked how difficult public 
transportation stops or stations are to navigate, responses indicated that participants 
had few issues navigating the system. Altogether, the data highlight that while public 
transportation does not appear to be excessively uncomfortable or difficult to navigate, 
the low perception of convenience of public transportation may be a deterrent to more 
frequent use.  
 
Positive public transportation prompts. 
The large majority (79.1%) of respondents disagreed with statement ‘public 
transportation is the most convenient form of transportation for me’, while only 2 
participants indicated agreement. Similarly, the majority (74.4%) also disagreed that 
public transportation is the least stressful way to get around their community, with only 
one individual agreeing. In line with the number of people who reported that public 
transportation was not their primary mode of transport, 81.4% of respondents disagree 
with the statement ‘public transportation is my preferred form of transportation’. 
Attitudes were mixed regarding how easy public transportation is to figure out, with 
41.9% saying they neither agree nor disagree with the statement. There was also 
variation in perceptions of how close public transportation stops are to individuals’ 
homes or workplaces.  



Strongly 
disagree Disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree Agree Strongly agree

Negative public 
transportation aspects

Public transportation routes do not go where I 
want to go

2 (4.7%) 1 (2.3%) 20 (46.5%) 14 (32.6%) 6 (14%)

Public transportation is not comfortable for me
2 (4.7%) 6 (14%) 15 (34.9%) 5 (11.6%) 5 (11.6%)

Public transportation stations/stops are difficult 
for me to navigate

7 (16.3%) 9 (20.9%) 18 (41.9%) 8 (18.6%) 1 (2.3%)

It takes too long for me to get where I need to 
by public transportation 1 (2.3%) 1 (2.3%) 7 (16.3%) 19 (44.2%) 15 (34.9%)

Positive public 
transportation aspects

Public transportation is the most convenient 
form of transportation for me

23 (53.5%) 11 (25.6%) 7 (16.3%) 2 (4.7%) 0 (0%)

Public transportation is the least stressful way 
for me to get around my community

13 (30.2%) 19 (44.2%) 10 (23.3%) 1 (2.3%) 0 (0%)

Public transportation is easy for me to figure 
out

1 (2.3%) 11 (25.6%) 18 (41.9%) 9 (20.9%) 4 (9.3%)

Public transportation stations/stops are 
location close to my home or workplace

8 (18.6%) 8 (18.6%) 7 (16.3%) 17 (39.5%) 3 (7%)

Public transportation is my preferred form of 
transportation 22 (51.2%) 13 (30.2%) 4 (9.3%) 2 (4.7%) 1 (2.3%)

N=43

Table 5. Positive and negative attitudes toward public transportation 
 

     



 
Conclusions 

 
The aim of this study was to gain a preliminary understanding of transportation 
behaviors, attitudes and perceptions within an individual’s community. While the sample 
size was small due to the data stemming from national survey pre-test data, results 
indicated that the vast majority of individuals mainly used personally operated vehicles 
as their primary mode of transportation. Even when imagining their future transportation 
needs, respondents primarily cited cars as their primary transportation mode. However, 
a small subset of respondents mentioned self-driving cars as their expected primarily 
transportation mode in the future. Because these respondents were from both a 
younger and older age category, this may point to acceptance of self-driving cars across 
generations. Although completely autonomous vehicles do not exist today, preliminary 
research suggests that interest in and acceptance of self-driving cars are negatively 
correlation with age (Lee et al., 2017). As autonomous vehicles move closer to 
becoming reality, more research is needed to understand how age might influence 
attitudes and perceptions, as well as behaviors around these vehicles of the future.  
 
Results of this study also indicate that while the majority of participants have access to 
some form of public transportation, many view their community’s system as 
inconvenient. This finding is line with the national trends in which 55% of Americans 
have access to some form of public transportation while only a small percentage 
actually utilize it on a regular basis (American Public Transportation Association, 2019). 
The most common inconveniences respondents cited were that public transportation 
routes were not comprehensive enough to encompasses the locations they needed to 
access and that trips using public transportation simply took too long to reach their 
destinations. On the flip side, respondents reported that their public transportation 
system was relatively easy to use and navigate. Local public transportation authorities 
may use these results when considering improvements to their systems. This 
preliminary data suggests that the experience of public transportation may be less of a 
deterrent for potential users than the geographic scope and efficiency of the system as 
a whole. 
 
 

Limitations 
 

Data for this study was collected as part of pre-test for a larger national survey around 
transportation and housing, therefore the sample size is too low to find statistical 
significance across generations or other demographic variables. A larger data collection 
effort is currently in progress which will increase generalizability and statistical 
significance of the study findings.   
 
Additionally, data for this study were based on self-reported responses. When 
answering self-report questions, participants may not accurately report their use of 
transportation modes, for example, leading to biased study results (Touranheau, 1999).  



 
 

Recommendations  
 

While this study was able to provide preliminary insight into people’s attitudes, 
perceptions, and behaviors around various forms of transportation, the sample size was 
too small to make any true statistical comparisons. Future research should aim to 
capture a wider variety of respondents in different communities across to country. By 
using a larger sample size, future researchers will be able to investigate how people of 
different demographic characteristics experience and perceive transportation. For 
example, it would be valuable to know how gender might influence perceptions of 
transportation comfort, convenience, and ease of use.   
 
Additionally, future research may aim to better understand people’s attitudes and 
perceptions toward autonomous vehicles of the future and how these attitudes may 
change over time as self-driving cars become a reality.  
 
Finally, urban planners and local transportation authorities can use the results of this 
study to better understand pain points people experience with public transportation in 
their daily lives. By understanding the challenges and difficulties people face with public 
transportation systems, planners can better target system improvements that may 
ultimately lead more people to utilize public transportation.  
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