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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
STUDY OBJECTIVE
This “seed grant” research project compiled a set of 56 US public opinion polls that asked
respondents their opinions about public transit. The goal of the work was two-fold. The
first and primary goal was to assemble a large set of transit-related survey questions
that can be used to inspire the design of future surveys on the topic of public transit. The
assembled collection of questions will help future researchers and transit planners by:
1. Identifying the key topics of interest in public opinion research on public transit;
2. Identifying topics that have been poorly researched to date and may thus be worthwhile for future research; and
3. Providing a bank of questions that can be used to generate ideas for future question
wording.
A further objective of the project was to identify general patterns in public opinion about
transit that may emerge across multiple surveys.

METHODOLOGY
This study identified and analyzed surveys of US residents that included questions about
attitudes regarding public transportation. Public transportation was defined as local or
regional services. (Surveys asking only about long-distance rail were excluded.) The
project excluded the transit passenger surveys that transit agencies routinely conduct,
since the focus of the research was to ascertain the views of the American public at large
rather than opinions from transit passengers only.
The initial search for relevant surveys netted well over 80 that asked something related to
public transportation. The questionnaires obtained were further reviewed to identify those
surveys that contained questions relevant to the study as defined by two criteria:
1. Questions had to be opinion-based (as opposed to questions about travel behaviors
such as the frequency of transit usage).
2. Questions had to ask about public transit on its own (without combining public transit
with another topic such as roads/highways or bike infrastructure).
The review process identified a final set of 56 surveys containing one or more questions
each that match the criteria.
The survey questions were then reviewed to identify themes covered in many polls, and
all questions on each theme were compiled and analyzed.
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
Reviewing the entire set of polling questions related to public transit revealed that the
surveys commonly address the following themes: the reasons people support public transit;
opinions about transit service quality; the extent to which people support improving transit
as a general concept; and support levels for raising additional revenues to support transit.
The analysis of the poll questions found that strong majorities of people believed that transit
brings a number of specific benefits to their community, especially congestion relief and
accessibility to vulnerable residents. Strong majorities also support improvements to transit
as a general concept. However, fewer people support the general concept of increased
spending on transit, and considerably fewer than half support raising any specific tax to
increase transit funding, except for sales taxes, which usually enjoy majority support.
The study findings suggest that fruitful avenues for building upon this review of poll findings
would be to:
• Expand the range of surveys reviewed to include the household travel surveys
conducted by regional and state agencies, as well as to include the National
Household Travel Survey.
• Compile a set of transit passenger surveys, each of which include opinion questions,
to compare the views of transit riders with the views of the general public.
• For the subset of polls for which data files or crosstabs are available, review how
opinions vary by key socio-demographic and travel behavior factors (age, gender,
transit use, etc.).
The findings from the current review also suggest some types of questions that have not
been commonly asked but might fill important gaps in knowledge, such as:
• More directly ask respondents why they support public transit. The existing polls
typically break this information into two questions, one asking about benefits
perceived and another asking whether or not people support more or better transit.
• More directly ask respondents who say they would not support additional funding
for transit why they hold this opinion.
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I. INTRODUCTION
This “seed grant” research project compiled a wide set of 56 US public opinion polls that
asked respondents their opinions about public transit. The goal of the work was two-fold.
The first and primary goal was to assemble a large set of transit-related survey questions
that can be used to inspire the design of future surveys on the topic of public transit. The
assembled collection of questions will help future researchers and transit planners by:
1. Identifying the key topics of interest in public opinion research on public transit;
2. Identifying topics that have been poorly researched to date and may thus be worthwhile for future research; and
3. Providing a bank of questions that can be used to generate ideas for future question
wording.
A further objective of the project was to identify general patterns in public opinion about
transit that may emerge across multiple surveys, such as the extent to which the public
believes transit can achieve objectives such as reduced traffic congestion, an improved
economy, or a healthier environment.
This report adds to a very small body of detailed reviews of public opinion on transport
topics. Most notably, Goodwin and Lyons1 conducted a deep analysis of over 300 United
Kingdom polls looking at a wide range of transportation topics. In the United States, no
such comprehensive review of polling on transportation has been completed, though a few
studies have compiled a range of polling about a particular, narrow transportation topic.
For example, in 2008 the Transportation Research Board published a detailed review
of public opinion research looking at the issues of tolling and road pricing.2 Agrawal and
Nixon have also collected polling questions that explored public support for gas taxes,
mileage fees, and sales taxes dedicated for transportation purposes.3 Finally, specific to
public transit, Manville and Cummins reviewed seven surveys asking for opinions related
to public transit. They concluded that survey respondents generally believed that transit
brought collective benefits rather than benefits personal to them. They also found that
people who support sales taxes for transportation did not necessarily favor increased
spending for transit, and vice versa.4
The next section of this report explains the study methodology. This is followed by a
findings section, which presents and discusses polling questions from the public opinion
polls collected, dividing the discussion into the themes of reasons people support public
transit, their opinions of transit service quality, their support for improving transit, and
their support for raising revenues for transit. The final report section summarizes the key
findings and suggests avenues for future research.
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II. METHODOLOGY
This study analyzed 56 surveys of US residents that included questions about attitudes
regarding public transportation. Public transportation was defined as local or regional
services. (Surveys asking only about long-distance rail were excluded.)
The polls, which date from 2005 to 2013, were conducted by interest groups, nonprofits,
pollsters, academic researchers, and media organizations. The project excluded the transit
passenger surveys that transit agencies routinely conduct, since the focus of the research
was to ascertain the views of the American public at large rather than opinions from transit
passengers only. National and regional household travel surveys were also excluded due
to time constraints.
Because there are no existing databases or other sources that identify the types of polls
relevant to this study, identifying suitable ones was a major focus of the research. Polls
were found through a number of different search strategies:
• Reviewing archives of mainstream pollsters, including the Pew Center for the
People and the Press, PollingReport.com, Rasmussen Reports, the Roper Center
for Public Opinion Research, and SurveyUSA
• Searching newspaper databases and the Internet at large to find references to public
opinion polls that might include transit questions
• Searching traditional library catalogs and databases to find published literature on
relevant polls
When the full survey questionnaire and topline results were not available publicly, these
were obtained directly from the survey authors or sponsors if possible.
The initial search process netted well over 80 surveys that asked something related to
public transportation. The questionnaires obtained were further reviewed to identify those
surveys that contained questions relevant to the study. The review used two criteria:
questions had to be opinion-based (as opposed to questions about travel behaviors
such as the frequency of transit usage) and they had to ask about public transit on its
own (without combining public transit with another topic such as roads/highways or bike
infrastructure). The review process identified a final set of 56 surveys containing one or
more questions each that matched the criteria. (Appendix A presents a list of the polls
selected for further analysis.)
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III. OVERVIEW OF THE POLLS ANALYZED
This chapter presents a brief overview of the 56 public opinion polls analyzed, describing
the sponsors, reasons the polls were conducted, topics covered, and types of people
polled (sampling frame).

THE POLL SPONSORS/AUTHORS
The polls were sponsored or authored by a variety of organizational types:
• Government agencies
• Interest groups
• News organizations
• Nonpartisan, nonprofit public interest research groups
• University-based researchers
• Public opinion polling groups
Most polls were stand-alone efforts, but the dataset includes multiple polls from three series:
• The HNTB Corporation’s “America Thinks” series about infrastructure planning
• The General Social Survey from NORC/University of Chicago
• An annual series of polls on transportation taxes and fees from academic researchers
Agrawal and Nixon

THE POLLING OBJECTIVES
Many of the polls, especially those conducted by government agencies and some by special
interest groups, were designed to test public support for a proposed ballot measure. Other
polls more generally tested the waters of public opinion, without a specific ballot measure
or policy action in mind.

THE TOPICS COVERED
The polls vary widely in the topics they cover. A few were specifically about public transit, while
more were about transportation generally, covering multiple modes. Still other polls asked
questions about a wide range of community issues, with no special focus on transportation.
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THE SAMPLING FRAMES (GEOGRAPHY AND TYPE OF PERSON)
The largest number of surveys were conducted at the national level (22), followed by the
state (12), region (11), county (9), and local (2) level.
The type of person sampled in the majority of the polls (30) was an adult of any age.
Twenty-four polls sampled some variant of “voters,” usually defined as either “registered”
or “likely” voters. Finally, one poll sampled drivers on a particular toll facility, and another
sampled older adults.
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IV. FINDINGS
This section of the report describes key findings about the final set of 56 polls reviewed.
The topics covered are: the reasons people support public transit, opinions about transit
service quality, the extent to which people support improving transit as a general concept,
and their support for raising additional revenues to support transit.

REASONS PEOPLE SUPPORT PUBLIC TRANSIT
One topic explored in many polls was the reasons respondents might believe that public
transit benefits either them personally or the community at large. The potential benefits
mentioned most commonly were the potential to reduce traffic congestion, reduce commute
costs, support a strong economy, reduce air pollution (or, in a few cases, greenhouse gas
emissions), or lower commute costs. In all cases, majorities of respondents agreed that
public transit provides these benefits.
Many polls asked if respondents see a link between public transit and congestion relief.
Table 1 lists 12 polls that asked 13 questions specifically about the link between public
transit and congestion relief.5 The wording of the questions varied considerably, but it
falls into three general categories. The first set of questions asked variants on the idea of
whether respondents believe public transit is an effective way to reduce traffic congestion.
For all closed-answer versions of this question, well over half of respondents answered
affirmatively. The only question with a lower percentage of support for this concept was an
open-ended question asking the reasons they would support or oppose a particular lightrail extension project.
Next, Table 1 presents four questions that asked respondents to specify the greatest
benefit they would expect from transit. Congestion relief was related as the top benefit
listed in three of the four polls, and in all four cases, between one-quarter and almost onethird of respondents chose congestion relief as the main transit benefit.
Finally, a set of three questions asked respondents which policy option they thought would
best reduce congestion. In two polls, public transit improvement was the most common
answer chosen (30% and 42% of respondents). The third poll asked the question in a slightly
different way, asking respondents to choose between two fairly long statements that touched
on road funding, as well as strategies for congestion relief. In this case, respondents were
more than twice as likely to choose the option about prioritizing funding for public roads
and highways than the option prioritizing funding for transit. Overall, respondents tended to
agree that congestion relief is a benefit of public transit, and when asked to rank this among
other possible benefits, congestion was usually near the top of the list.
Table 2 presents 11 questions that ask about the link between public transit and the health
of the local economy. The question wording varies considerably, from whether public transit
creates jobs to whether it helps improve local growth and development generally. Clear
majorities of respondents said yes when asked if they see a link between public transit and
some description of a healthy economy. The only poll with less than 67% agreeing with
such a statement is a poll for which only data on “strong” agreement was available (e.g.,
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data on “somewhat” agreement was unavailable). By contrast, when respondents were
asked to pick the most important benefit of transit, the option for jobs and the economy
was selected by no more than 17% of respondents.
Polls also asked respondents if they believed that public transit use supported environmental
objectives, most asking specifically about air pollution (6 questions, shown in Table 3) or,
less commonly, global warming (3 questions, shown in Table 4). When respondents were
asked to pick the most important benefit of public transit, improved air quality came second
or third, though majorities from 61% to 76% saw improved air quality as a benefit of public
transit. Slightly lower majorities in two polls saw reduced greenhouse gas emissions as
a benefit of public transit. A final poll asking what actions respondents take to reduce
their carbon footprint found only 2% mentioning using public transit. (This last question’s
low percentage of respondents mentioning transit is likely because the question required
respondents not only to see a link between transit use and reduced carbon emissions but
also to actually be using public transit.)
Another benefit that people see flowing from public transit is a possible reduction in
commute costs. Table 5 shows questions from the six polls that asked about this. When
respondents were asked to pick the most important transit benefit, cost savings was
chosen by from 11% to 24% of respondents, and this was never the most commonly
selected benefit. About two-thirds of respondents said yes when asked if lower commute
costs are a benefit of public transit.
Table 6 shows questions from seven polls asking people if they believe that public
transportation is valuable as a way to provide transportation alternatives for vulnerable
residents, including poor, elderly, and/or disabled people. At least 75% of respondents
strongly supported this viewpoint in every question asked. In the one poll asking an openended question about the reason why public transportation should be a local priority, by far
the most common response (76%) related to providing mobility for vulnerable populations.
Many other topics were raised in just a handful of polls (three or fewer), such as the
links between public transit and energy independence, safety, lower stress, public health,
quality of life, transportation choices, and convenience.
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Table 1.

Poll Questions Testing If People See a Link between Public Transit and Congestion Relief

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking if public transit is an effective way to reduce traffic congestion
New Jersey Department of
Transportation, 2005

And how important is a good system of public transportation for
reducing traffic congestion- very important, somewhat important, or
not very important?

Very or somewhat important 96%

City of Colorado Springs,
2011

I’m going to read a list of benefits that are often attributed to public
transportation. For each statement I read, tell me if you think the
benefit is very important, somewhat important, not that important, or
not important at all.

Very or somewhat important 77%

Natural Resources Defense
Council, 2012

I am going to read you some statements given as reasons to
support increasing local funding to expand transportation choices in
your community, including public transportation like buses or trains.
After hearing each statement, please tell me whether you find it very
convincing, somewhat convincing, or not convincing as a reason to
support increasing funding for more transportation choices. If you do
not believe the statement, please tell me that too.

Very or somewhat convincing 73%

Findings
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Public transportation relieves traffic congestion on busy roads. (16B)

Investing in more transportation choices makes sense for all of us
– whether or not we regularly use transit. The more choices we all
have, the fewer people will choose to use our roads and highways
– reducing traffic congestion for those who have no choice but to
drive, and giving us all a faster commute.
Transportation for America,
2010

Now I am going to read you a list of things that might happen if we
expand and improve public transportation such as trains, rail, ferries
and buses, as well as improve walking and biking options in your
community. For each one, please tell me whether you think it would
be likely or unlikely to happen if this approach were put in place.

Very or somewhat likely 69%

Traffic congestion will be reduced

9

Table 1, Continued
Question wording

Response

Valley Regional Transit
Authority, 2007

Next, I’d like you to think about the potential benefits of a high
quality and effective public transportation system.

[Percent strongly agreeing]
Improve air quality 61%
Make roads, highways, and transportation safer for all drivers and
commuters 60%
Reduce traffic congestion 59%
Provide people from every walk of life with opportunities 58%
Give people more choices and options for travel 57%
Allow people to get around easily to do the things they most want to
47%
Increase the livability and likeability of communities 47%
Contribute to the economic growth and development of a community
46%
Provide easy and convenient access to the things you need in
everyday life such as work, shopping and daycare 44%
Minimize stress and frustration in people’s lives 42%
Help control growth 37%
Give people more money to spend as they would like to 36%
Give people more time to spend with friends and families or people
they care about the most 36%
Provide people with more time to do the things they want to do 33%

As I reach each item please tell me whether you agree or disagree
that a high quality and effective system would provide that benefit to
the region.
Would that be somewhat or strongly [agree / disagree]?

Min e ta Tra n s p o rt a t io n I n s t it u t e

Lane Transit District, 2012

Why do you (oppose/support) the possible EmX extension?
[Open-ended question]

SUPPORT
Reduces traffic congestion 29%
Increased access to public transportation 23%
Public transportation is important/necessary 22%
Convenience 20%
Positive impression/supportive – general 14%
The following were all noted by 10% of less: Make business more
accessible, Encourage less vehicle use, Quicker means of
transportation, Improvements to public transportation are needed,
Increase in ridership, Dangerous to pedestrians, Keeping up with
population growth, Affordable/cost effective, Increase in business
development, Good for the communities

Findings

Sponsor or author, date
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Table 1, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions assessing how traffic congestion reduction ranks among possible benefits of public transit
Which of the following would you say is the biggest benefit from new
or expanded public transportation? Is it…

Less traffic congestion 32%
Better air quality and environmental preservation 19%
Greater convenience and more travel options 18%
Lower commuting costs 11%
More efficient land-use planning for future growth 9%
Other (volunteered) 1%
No benefit (volunteered) 4%
Unsure/no answer 6%

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2010

Which of the following would you say is the biggest benefit from new
or expanded public transportation? Is it…

Less traffic congestion 31%
Better air quality and environmental preservation 20%
Lower commuting costs 11%
Greater convenience and more travel options 20%
More efficient land-use planning for future growth 10%
Other (volunteered) 1%
No benefit (volunteered) 2%
Unsure/no answer 4%
All of the above 1%

HNTB, 2010

Which of the following do you think is the most valuable feature of
public transportation?

Reduces traffic congestion 28%
Saves users money, such as on gas 24%
Helps protect the environment 13%
Reduces driving-related stress 11%
Supports economy, such as increases jobs in the industry 9%
Reduces dependence on foreign oil 9%
Reduces users’ travel time 4%
Other 3%

Coalition for Smart Transit,
2010

What is the primary reason your impression of FasTracks is positive/ Top POSITIVE answers
negative?
1. I use public transportation/we need it 29%
2. It will reduce traffic 25%
3. It’s a good plan/I support public transit 15%
4. Create jobs/economic return 11%
5. Convenience 5%

Findings

Min e ta Tra n s p o rt a t io n I n s t it u t e

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2012 (Wake
County poll)
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Table 1, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking how effectively transit reduces traffic congestion, compared to road improvements
Which of the following proposals is the best long-term solution to
reducing traffic in your area?

Improving public transportation 42%
Building new roads 20%
Developing communities where people do not have to drive as much
21%
All 5%
None 5%
Don’t know/no answer 7%

HNTB, 2011

What do you think is the best way to address congestion on U.S.
roadways?

Provide more transportation choices, such as public transit 30%
Encourage flexible hours, telecommuting and other practices to
avoid rush hour 26%
Make low-cost improvements to get as much as we can out of
current capacity, such as converting highway safety shoulders into
travel lanes 18%
Add capacity in critical corridors 11%
Diversify development so that jobs, retail locations and
entertainment are closer to homes 8%
Other 7%

Reason Foundation, 2011

Which statement do you agree with more:

Prioritize funding for roads and highways 62%
Prioritize funding for public transit 30%
Don’t know/no opinion 8%

We can’t end our traffic congestion problems by expanding current
roads and building new ones. Instead we need better mass transit
systems, so more funding should go to transit - even if that means
roads and highways don’t get the money they need for repairs or
expansion

Findings
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Natural Resources Defense
Council, 2012

OR
Most people, businesses and our economy rely on roads and
highways. So roads and highways should get the level of funding
they need - even if that means we are unable to offer more mass
transit options.
Sources: See bibliography.
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Table 2.

Poll Questions Testing If Respondents See a Link between Public Transit and the Local Economy

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking if public transit is an effective strategy for economic development/job growth
New Jersey Department of
Transportation, 2005

And how important is a good system of public transportation to the
state’s economy - very important, somewhat important, not very
important?

Very or somewhat important 96%

City of Colorado Springs,
2011

I’m going to read a list of benefits that are often attributed to public
transportation. For each statement I read, tell me if you think the
benefit is very important, somewhat important, not that important, or
not important at all.

Very or somewhat important 87%

Valley Regional Transit
Authority, 2007

In terms of the role you think public transportation can play in
creating more attractive future growth and development in the
Treasure Valley, would you say it mainly plays a...

Positive role 87%

Natural Resources Defense
Council, 2012

I am going to read you some statements given as reasons to
support increasing local funding to expand transportation choices in
your community, including public transportation like buses or trains.
After hearing each statement, please tell me whether you find it very
convincing, somewhat convincing, or not convincing as a reason to
support increasing funding for more transportation choices. If you do
not believe the statement, please tell me that too.

Very or somewhat convincing 71%

Findings
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Public transportation is a key piece of infrastructure that supports
our area’s local economy, and helps attract and retain jobs and
businesses.

Since the start of the recession, the U.S. has lost close to one-sixth
of its manufacturing jobs. These empty factories could be back in
service making high speed trains, light rail cars, and other advanced
transportation vehicles. And, we could put hundreds of thousands of
Americans back to work rebuilding our transit systems, roads, and
bridges.
How likely do you think it is that light rail is contributing to local
economic development?

Very or somewhat likely 70%

Transportation for America,
2010

Now I am going to read you a list of things that might happen if we
expand and improve public transportation such as trains, rail, ferries
and buses, as well as improve walking and biking options in your
community. For each one, please tell me whether you think it would
be likely or unlikely to happen if this approach were put in place.

Very or somewhat likely 67%

Good, long-term jobs will be created and maintained

13

Old Dominion University
Social Science Research
Center, 2012

Table 2, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Valley Regional Transit
Authority, 2007

Next, I’d like you to think about the potential benefits of a high
quality and effective public transportation system.

Percent strongly agree 46%
[Note: data unavailable for % “somewhat agree”]

As I reach each item please tell me whether you agree or disagree
that a high quality and effective system would provide that benefit to
the region. Would that be somewhat or strongly [agree / disagree]?
Contribute to the economic growth and development of a community
Questions assessing how economic development/job growth ranks among possible benefits of public transit
What is the primary reason your impression of FasTracks is positive/ Top 5 positive answers
negative?
I use public transportation/we need it 29%
It will reduce traffic 25%
It’s a good plan/I support public transit 15%
Create jobs/economic return 11%
Convenience 5%

City of Colorado Springs,
2011

And why do you say public transportation should be a VERY HIGH/
SOMEWHAT HIGH priority for the future of the Pikes Peak region?

Needed by people, poor, disabled, without cars 76%
Less congestion, traffic, pollution 8%
Good for economy, growth 11%

HNTB, 2010 (“Public Transit
Survey”)

Which of the following do you think is the most valuable feature of
public transportation?

Reduces traffic congestion 28%
Saves users money, such as on gas 24%
Helps protect the environment 13%
Reduces driving-related stress 11%
Supports economy, such as increases jobs in the industry 9%
Reduces dependence on foreign oil 9%
Reduces users’ travel time 4%
Other 3%

Findings
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Coalition for Smart Transit,
2010
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Table 2, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Lane Transit District, 2012

IF the EmX light-rail extension was mentioned as “the most
important transportation issue in Eugene that you would like your
local government leaders to do something about,” (with respondents
either favoring or opposing the extension,” then respondents were
asked “Why?”

Among people opposing:
Wastes money 19%
Will hurt businesses/businesses oppose 17%
Disprove of reconstructing streets/removing lanes 14%
Support public transit – general 13%
Support bus system/improve bus system 12%
People will not use EmX 11%
Disapprove – general 10%

Sources: See bibliography.
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Among people supporting
Reduced pollution/better for the environment 9%
Reduced traffic 8%
Current public transit is efficient 8%
Support bike lanes 6%
Support EmX in West Eugene 5%
Benefits economy 5%
Improve transportation on West 11th 5%
All other responses 4% or less
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Table 3.

Poll Questions Testing If Respondents See a Link between Public Transit and Improved Air Quality

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking if public transit is an effective strategy for economic development/job growth
City of Colorado Springs,
2011

I’m going to read a list of benefits that are often attributed to public
transportation. For each statement I read, tell me if you think the
benefit is very important, somewhat important, not that important, or
not important at all.

Very or somewhat important 76%

Public transportation gets cars off the road, reduces emissions and
improves air quality
Now I am going to read you a list of things that might happen if we
expand and improve public transportation such as trains, rail, ferries
and buses, as well as improve walking and biking options in your
community. For each one, please tell me whether you think it would
be likely or unlikely to happen if this approach were put in place.

Very or somewhat likely 65%

Air pollution will be reduced
Valley Regional Transit
Authority, 2007

Next, I’d like you to think about the potential benefits of a high
quality and effective public transportation system.

Strongly agree: 61%
[% “somewhat” agreeing not available]

As I reach each item please tell me whether you agree or disagree
that a high quality and effective system would provide that benefit to
the region. Would that be somewhat or strongly [agree / disagree]?

Findings

Min e ta Tra n s p o rt a t io n I n s t it u t e

Transportation for America,
2010

Improve air quality
Questions assessing how air pollution reduction ranks among possible benefits of public transit
Regional Transportation
Alliance (Fallon Research),
2012 (Orange County poll)

Which of the following would you say is the biggest benefit from new
or expanded public transportation? Is it…

Less traffic congestion 24%
Better air quality and environmental preservation 29%
Lower commuting costs 15%
Greater convenience and more travel options 12%
More efficient land-use planning for future growth 9%
Other (volunteered) 2%
No benefit (volunteered) 3%
Unsure/no answer 6%
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Table 3, Continued
Question wording

Response

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2010

Which of the following would you say is the biggest benefit from new
or expanded public transportation? Is it…

Less traffic congestion 31%
Better air quality and environmental preservation 20%
Lower commuting costs 11%
Greater convenience and more travel options 20%
More efficient land-use planning for future growth 10%
Other (volunteered) 1%
No benefit (volunteered) 2%
Unsure/no answer 4%
All of the above 1%

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2012 (Wake
County poll)

Which of the following would you say is the biggest benefit from new
or expanded public transportation? Is it…

Less traffic congestion 32%
Better air quality and environmental preservation 19%
Greater convenience and more travel options 18%
Lower commuting costs 11%
More efficient land-use planning for future growth 9%
Other (volunteered) 1%
No benefit (volunteered) 4%
Unsure/no answer 6%

Sources: See bibliography.

Findings
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Sponsor or author, date
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Table 4.

Poll Questions Testing If Respondents See a Link between Public Transit and Reduced Greenhouse Gas
Emissions

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Lane Transit District, 2012

I am now going to read you some reasons that community members
have offered to support the West Eugene EmX Extension. For each
please let me know if you strongly agree, somewhat agree,
somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree.

Strongly or somewhat agree 62%

Climate change is a real and significant challenge. It is important to
support public transit projects like EmX because it will help us get
out our cars and reduce our consumption of fossil fuels.
Now I am going to read you a list of things that might happen if we
expand and improve public transportation such as trains, rail, ferries
and buses, as well as improve walking and biking options in your
community. For each one, please tell me whether you think it would
be likely or unlikely to happen if this approach were put in place.

Very or somewhat likely 52%

Global warming pollution will be reduced
ABC News/Planet Green/
Stanford, 2008

(IF DOING ANYTHING) What are you doing to reduce your carbon
footprint?
[MULTIPLE RESPONSES ACCEPTED]

Using less electricity 48%
Driving less 36%
Recycling 33%
Using compact florescent light bulbs 12%
Using less gasoline 11%
Buying/using smaller/more fuel efficient car 7%
Carpooling 5%
Walking/bicycling/scootering 5%
Buying local food/organic food/growing own food 5%
Using less water 5%
Reducing travel/vacation travel 4%
Buying energy from renewable sources/hydro/wind/solar power 3%
Using trains/buses/subways/other public transportation/mass
transit 2%
Buying/using energy efficient appliances/products 2%
Buying carbon offsets 1%
Other 13%
No opinion 1%

Findings
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Transportation for America,
2010

Sources: See bibliography.
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Table 5.

Poll Questions Testing If Respondents See a Link between Public Transit and Personal Cost Savings

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking if public transit is an effective strategy for reducing personal costs
Natural Resources Defense
Council, 2012

I am going to read you some statements given as reasons to
support increasing local funding to expand transportation choices in
your community, including public transportation like buses or trains.
After hearing each statement, please tell me whether you find it very
convincing, somewhat convincing, or not convincing as a reason to
support increasing funding for more transportation choices. If you do
not believe the statement, please tell me that too.

Very or somewhat convincing 68%

Transportation for America
(FMM&M), 2010

Now I am going to read you a list of things that might happen if we
expand and improve public transportation such as trains, rail, ferries
and buses, as well as improve walking and biking options in your
community. For each one, please tell me whether you think it would
be likely or unlikely to happen if this approach were put in place.

Very or somewhat likely 66%

Findings
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With a gallon of gas hovering at the four dollar mark and expected
to rise significantly in the next few years, more and more Americans
would like to turn to use public transportation, like buses or trains.
This proposal will help commuters by expanding the public
transportation system, and making it a more practical and realistic
alternative to costly commuting by car.

Residents will have cheaper transportation options
Questions assessing how personal cost savings ranks among possible benefits of public transit
HNTB, 2010 (“Public Transit
Survey”)

Which of the following do you think is the most valuable feature of
public transportation?

Reduces traffic congestion 28%
Saves users money, such as on gas 24%
Helps protect the environment 13%
Reduces driving-related stress 11%
Supports economy, such as increases jobs in the industry 9%
Reduces dependence on foreign oil 9%
Reduces users’ travel time 4%
Other 3%
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Table 5, Continued
Question wording

Response

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2012 (Orange
County poll)

Which of the following would you say is the biggest benefit from new
or expanded public transportation? Is it…

Less traffic congestion 24%
Better air quality and environmental preservation 29%
Lower commuting costs 15%
Greater convenience and more travel options 12%
More efficient land-use planning for future growth 9%
Other (volunteered) 2%
No benefit (volunteered) 3%
Unsure/no answer 6%

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2012 (Wake
County poll)

Which of the following would you say is the biggest benefit from new
or expanded public transportation? Is it…

Less traffic congestion 32%
Better air quality and environmental preservation 19%
Greater convenience and more travel options 18%
Lower commuting costs 11%
More efficient land-use planning for future growth 9%
Other or no benefit (volunteered) 1%
No benefit (volunteered) 4%
Unsure/no answer 6%

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2010

Which of the following would you say is the biggest benefit from new
or expanded public transportation? Is it…

Less traffic congestion31%
Better air quality and environmental preservation 20%
Lower commuting costs 11%
Greater convenience and more travel options 20%
More efficient land-use planning for future growth 10%
Other (volunteered) 1%
No benefit (volunteered) 2%
Unsure/no answer 4%
All of the above 1%

Findings
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Sponsor or author, date

Sources: See bibliography.
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Table 6.

Poll Questions Testing If Respondents See a Link between Public Transit and Providing Mobility Options for
Vulnerable Populations (Poor, Disabled, and/or Elderly)

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking if public transit is an important strategy for providing transportation for vulnerable populations
City of Colorado Springs
(The Kenney Group), 2011

I’m going to read a list of benefits that are often attributed to public
transportation. For each statement I read, tell me if you think the
benefit is very important, somewhat important, not that important, or
not important at all.

Very or somewhat important 95%

City of Colorado Springs
(The Kenney Group), 2011

I’m going to read a list of benefits that are often attributed to public
transportation. For each statement I read, tell me if you think the
benefit is very important, somewhat important, not that important, or
not important at all.

Very or somewhat important 94%

Public transportation provides mobility to low-income families and
individuals who cannot afford the costs of owning a car.
Indian Nations Council of
Governments, 2010

Please tell me if you agree or disagree with each of the following
statements:

Agree 90%

Findings
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Public transportation provides transportation options to people with
special mobility needs, such as the elderly, disabled, and people
who are unable to drive.

I don’t use public transportation but I support it because it helps
others who don’t have cars or can’t drive.
Natural Resources Defense
Council, 2012

I am going to read you some statements given as reasons to
support increasing local funding to expand transportation choices in
your community, including public transportation like buses or trains.
After hearing each statement, please tell me whether you find it very
convincing, somewhat convincing, or not convincing as a reason to
support increasing funding for more transportation choices. If you do
not believe the statement, please tell me that too.
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Expanding and improving our transportation options will help those
of poor or modest incomes or those without cars have a way to get
to their jobs, training programs or schools. And by providing reliable
public transportation for seniors and people with disabilities, we can
help them live independent, dignified lives where they are able to
stay in their own homes.

Very or somewhat convincing 82%

Table 6, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Lane Transit District, 2012

I am now going to read you some reasons that community members
have offered to support the West Eugene EmX Extension. For each
please let me know if you strongly agree, somewhat agree,
somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree.

Strongly or somewhat agree 82%

We have a responsibility to ensure that Eugene has a robust public
transportation system so that all people, regardless of their income,
age, or disability, are able to move throughout the community

Now I am going to read you a list of things that might happen if we
expand and improve public transportation such as trains, rail, ferries
and buses, as well as improve walking and biking options in your
community. For each one, please tell me whether you think it would
be likely or unlikely to happen if this approach were put in place.

Very or somewhat likely 79%

Low-wage workers, seniors and the disabled will have an easier
time getting where they need to go.
Question assessing how providing transportation for vulnerable populations ranks among possible benefits of public transit
City of Colorado Springs
(The Kenney Group), 2011

And why do you say public transportation should be a VERY HIGH/
SOMEWHAT HIGH priority for the future of the Pikes Peak region?
[Open-ended]

Needed by people, poor, disabled, without cars 76%
Less congestion, traffic, pollution 8%
Good for economy, growth 11%

Findings
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Transportation for America,
2010

Sources: See bibliography.
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OPINIONS OF TRANSIT SERVICE QUALITY
Many surveys asked respondents to rate their opinion of service quality for their local transit
(Table 7). These questions varied considerably in the geographic range they targeted, from
“your community” up to the state level. In one-third of the ten questions, more respondents
rated service positively than negatively. For about one-half of the questions, only around
40% of respondents rated service quality favorably.

Min e ta Tra n s p o rt a t io n I n s t it u t e

Table 7.

Survey Questions Asking Respondents to Rate the Quality of Transit Service Near Them
(Community or State Level)

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Coalition for Smart Transit,
2010

Based on what you know, what is your impression of FasTracks?

Positive 77%
Negative 21%

Contra Costa Transportation
Authority, 2010

Using a scale of excellent, good, only fair, or poor, how would you
rate each of the following in Contra Costa County?

Excellent or good 62%
Only fair 18%
Poor 7%
Don’t know 14%

BART [local heavy rail operator]
Does your community offer very good public transit service,
somewhat good public transit service, poor public transit service, or
no public transit service at all?

Very or somewhat good 60%
Poor 16%
No service 17%
Don’t know (volunteered) 7%

Agrawal & Nixon, 2013

Does your community offer very good public transit service,
somewhat good public transit service, poor public transit service, or
no public transit service at all?

Very or somewhat good 60%
Poor 13%
No service 21%
Don’t know (volunteered) 5%

City of Colorado Springs,
2011

Whether you use MMT or not, what is your impression of the quality
of services provided by MMT?

Excellent or good 42%
Fair 15%
Poor 5%
Very Poor 4%
Don’t Know 35%

New Jersey Department of
Transportation, 2005

And how would you rate New Jersey’s public transportation system
(that is, buses, trains, light rail, and ferry), would you say excellent,
good, only fair or poor?

Excellent or good 42%
Only fair 27%
Poor 12%
Don’t know 19%

MassINC, 2013
(“Construction Ahead?”)

Now I’m going to mention some specific aspects of the
Excellent or good 41%
transportation system in Massachusetts. Please rate the condition of Fair 37%
each one using a scale of excellent, good, fair, or poor.
Poor 14%
Don’t know/refused 8%
Public transportation

Natural Resources Defense
Council, 2012

Overall, how would you grade the availability of convenient public
transportation in your community, including buses or trains – would
you grade it an A, B, C, D, or F, with an “A” grade being excellent,
and “F” being poor?

Findings
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Agrawal, Nixon, and Murthy,
2012

A or B 36%
C 21%
D 15%
F 17%
Don’t know/NA 11%
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Table 7, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Contra Costa Transportation
Authority, 2010

Using a scale of excellent, good, only fair, or poor, how would you
rate each of the following in Contra Costa County?

Excellent or good 22%
Only Fair 21%
Poor 14%
Don’t know 43%

Public bus transit
Alameda County Congestion Imagine a scale that goes from 1 to 5, where 1 means a lot WORSE
Management Agency, 2010
and 5 means a lot BETTER. On that scale how would you rate each
of the following in Alameda County? You may use any number from
1 to 5.

Mean 2.78

Local public transportation systems over the last few years.

Findings

Min e ta Tra n s p o rt a t io n I n s t it u t e

Sources: See bibliography.
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SUPPORT FOR IMPROVING TRANSIT
Many surveys asked respondents what importance they place on public transit, or how
much of a priority they place on improving it (Table 8). The 12 questions that explored
this theme by directly asking such a question all found at least two-thirds of respondents
stating that transit is of medium or greater importance. A smaller set of three questions
asked respondents how much they would prioritize improving public transit compared to
other transportation improvements. In these questions, from one-quarter to one-third of
respondents chose some aspect of public transit service as their highest priority. Finally,
five polls asked an entirely open-ended question about what issue the local or regional
government should prioritize, and in these questions public transit was mentioned only by
tiny minorities (7%, at the most, and usually far fewer).
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Table 8.

Poll Questions Asking about Importance Placed on Public Transit

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking respondents if public transit is very important
Valley Regional Transit
Authority, 2007

How important is the availability of public transportation services to
the community in general? Would that be very or somewhat
[important / unimportant]?

Very or somewhat important 92%
Somewhat unimportant 6%
Very unimportant 3%

New Jersey Department of
Transportation, 2005

I am going to read you a list of issues that will be facing New Jersey
in the next 5 to 10 years. For each please tell me if you think it is a
critical issue, an important issue or not very important. What about...

Critical or important issue 90%
Not very important issue 7%

Agrawal & Nixon, 2010

Now, please think about what the government could do to improve
the transportation system for EVERYONE in the state where you
live. I’m going to read you several options. For each one, tell me
whether you think government should make that a high priority,
medium priority, or low priority.

High or medium priority 83%
Low priority 14%
Don’t know (volunteered) 4%

How about expanding and improving local public transit service, like
buses or light rail? Should government make that a high, medium, or
low priority?
Agrawal, Nixon, and Murthy, Now, please think about what the government could do to improve
2012
the transportation system for EVERYONE in the state where you
live. I’m going to read you several options. For each one, tell me
whether you think government should make that a high priority,
medium priority, or low priority.

High or medium priority 82%
Low priority 16%
Don't know (volunteered) 2%

Findings
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Improving the state's public transportation system - trains and buses

How about expanding and improving local public transit service, like
buses or light rail? Should government make that a high, medium, or
low priority?
Agrawal & Nixon, 2011

Now, please think about what the government could do to improve
the transportation system for EVERYONE in the state where you
live. I’m going to read you several options. For each one, tell me
whether you think government should make that a high priority,
medium priority, or low priority.
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How about expanding and improving local public transit service, like
buses or light rail? Should government make that a high, medium, or
low priority?

High or medium priority 80%
Medium priority 33%
Low priority 17%
Don’t know (volunteered) 3%

Table 8, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Agrawal & Nixon, 2013

Now, please think about what the government could do to improve
the transportation system for EVERYONE in the state where you
live. I’m going to read you several options. For each one, tell me
whether you think government should make that a high priority,
medium priority, or low priority.

High or medium priority 81%
Low priority 18%
Don't know 2%

How about expanding and improving local public transit service, like
buses or light rail? Should government make that a high, medium or
low priority?
Thinking about things in your community, and specifically
transportation in your community. Please tell me if you agree or
disagree with the following statements.
The United States would benefit from an expanded and improved
public transportation system, such as rail and buses.

Strongly or somewhat agree 81%
Somewhat disagree 8%
Strongly disagree 8%
Don’t know/refused 2%

City of Colorado Springs,
2011

How much of a priority should expanding public transportation
service be for the future of the Pikes Peak region?

Very or somewhat high priority 71%
Somewhat low priority 11%
Not a priority at all 10%
Don’t know/NA 8%

Transportation for America,
2010

Thinking about things in your community, and specifically
transportation in your community. Please tell me if you agree or
disagree with the following statements.

Strongly or somewhat agree 69%
Somewhat disagree 12%
Strongly disagree 18%
Don’t know/refused 1%

My community would benefit from an expanded and improved public
transportation system, such as rail and buses.
The Atlanta JournalConstitution and Channel 2
Action News, 2011

The Metro Atlanta Transportation Roundtable is a group of elected
local officials from the 10-county metro region who are responsible
for developing a list of transportation project to be funded from the
1% sales tax. The Roundtable has recommended a list of projects
that dedicates 55% to rail, bus and other mass transit projects and
45% to road improvements and new road construction.
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Transportation for America,
2010

Strongly or somewhat agree 63%
Somewhat disagree 13%
Strongly disagree 24%

I’m going to read a series of statements and after I read each please
tell me if you agree or disagree.
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My community would benefit from an expanded and improved
public transportation system, such as rail and buses. Do you agree
or disagree? (Is that strongly agree/disagree or somewhat agree/
disagree?)

Table 8, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Lane Transit District, 2012

I’m going to read you a list of items that some Eugene residents
consider to be transportation problems. Over the next 10 years, the
community will face many difficult issues and competing demands.
With limited resources, they won’t be able to do everything and must
establish priorities. Knowing that financial resources are limited,
what priority should the City of Eugene give to each possible
transportation option: low priority, medium priority, high priority, or
urgent priority.

Urgent or high priority 41%
Medium priority 31%
Low priority 25%
DK 4%

Indian Nations Council of
Governments, 2010

Indicate whether you see the item as a Current Problem, Emerging
Problem, Not a Problem in the Tulsa region.
Lack of public transportation/bus service

Current problem 36%
Emerging problem 36%
Not a problem 33%
Don’t know 6%

Questions asking respondents which transportation problem is most pressing
Transit-related responses 35%
BART [local heavy rail operator] 9%
Poor bus service overall/Poor mass transit 9%
Lack of available service/ cut-backs on transit service 7%
Affordable mass transit/It is expensive 6%
AC Transit [local bus operator] 5%
Congestion/Traffic 16%
Bad roads/Roads need repairs 14%
Gas prices are high 5%
Funding for transportation 4%
Safety 3%
Other mentions 7%
Don't know 11%
No answer 3%

Rockefeller Foundation,
2011

Transit-related responses 35%
More/better public transportation, better access, more options 20%
More/better bus service, better access, more routes 9%
Better roads/streets/highways, fix potholes, better maintenance 38%
Bridges, need repaired/maintained 7%
More/better rail system, trains 6%
Don't know; no response 3%

If you could improve just one or two things about the transportation
infrastructure in the area where you live, what one or two things
would you improve?
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Alameda County
And what would you say is the most important transportation
Transportation Commission, problem facing Alameda County today? [Open-ended question.
2011 ("EMC #11-4453”)
Note: Previous question asked about most important problem
overall. No one mentioned transportation of any kind.]
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Having faster and more frequent public transportation service in
Eugene

Table 8, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Washington State
What do you think is the most urgent transportation priority facing
Transportation Commission, your local area?
2012

Response
Transit improvements: 25%
Capacity issues: 20%
Maintenance issues: 15%
All other issues combined: 16%
Traffic flow improvements: 13%
Don't know/not sure/no answer: 9%
None/nothing: 2%

Questions asking which problem of any kind is most pressing
What do you think should be the top priority for local elected officials
to work on right now?

Improving the quality of public education 32%
Attracting more businesses and jobs to the area 30%
Reducing traffic congestion 5%
Preventing home foreclosures 6%
Expanding public transportation systems 7%
Lowering taxes 15%
Other (volunteered) 4%
Unsure/no answer 1%

Coalition for Smart Transit
(The Kenney Group), 2010

Thinking about the issues facing the Denver metropolitan area … in
your opinion … what is the number one priority you would want local
officials to focus on in the next couple years? [open ended]

Unemployment/lack of jobs 32%
Economic conditions 9%
Public transportation 6%
Education-general 4%
Balancing budget 4%
Healthcare access/affordability 4%
Education funding 3%
Crime/public safety 3%
Transportation congestion 3%
Lower taxes 3%

Regional Transportation
Alliance (Fallon Research),
2012 (Wake County poll)

What do you think should be the top priority for local elected officials
to work on right now? Do you think it is…

Improving the quality of public education 39%
Attracting more businesses and jobs to the area 36%
Lowering taxes 10%
Expanding public transportation systems 5%
Reducing traffic congestion 3%
Preventing home foreclosures 3%
Other (volunteered) 3%
Unsure/no answer 3%
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Regional Transportation
Alliance (Fallon Research),
2010
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Table 8, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

City of Colorado Springs
(The Kenney Group), 2011

What do you believe to be the most important issue facing your
Jobs/employment 29%
local community today that you want your local elected officials to do Budget/spending/taxes 13%
something about ?[open ended]
Crime 6%
Public transportation 5%
Economy 5%
Education 5%
Roads/infrastructure 5%
Politics/new council/strong mayor 4%

San Diego County Water
Authority, 2011

To start off with, what do you feel is the most important issue facing
San Diego County residents today? [open ended]
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Economy/Jobs 28%
Financial problems in the city of San Diego 11%
Education quality 6%
Cost of gasoline 6%
Cost of living (generally) 4%
Issues at 2% or 3% each: education cost, government
mismanagement (general mention), financial problems in the state
and other local governments, water supply, immigration issues,
traffic , growth/development/sprawl, housing affordability, high taxes,
water quality, water rates/cost of water, infrastructure
Public Transit >1%
Issues at 1% or less each: mortgage crisis/home foreclosures, fire
danger/disaster preparedness, homeless, health care, Middle East,
credit markets/difficulty getting loans, environment/pollution,
electricity and heating cost/supply, sewage treatment, terrorism,
wars (Iraq, Mideast, Afghanistan, Pakistan), federal deficit

Sources: See bibliography.
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SUPPORT FOR FUNDING TRANSIT
Many surveys asked questions related to opinions about funding transit. Often these
questions appeared in polls that were specifically designed to test public support for ballot
measures asking voters to approve a new source of transit funding.
Quite a few poll questions asked about levels of transit funding very generally, without asking
about support for specific new tax revenue. These questions covered topics such as:
• Should government spend more or less on transit, in the abstract?
• What proportion of available transportation money should be spent on transit?
Numerous other questions asked if respondents would support raising money for public
transit from a particular tax type. By far the largest number of these questions asked about
sales taxes. Less common but still frequent were questions about vehicle registration fee
or gas tax increases, or questions that asked about increases in “taxes” with no specific tax
mentioned. Much less common were questions about tolls, property taxes, income taxes,
or a mileage tax.

Support for Spending More Money on Public Transit, as a General Concept
A number of polls ask whether respondents think that government should spend more or
less on public transit than it currently does, without reference to any particular funding source
(Table 9). Some polls phrased the question in terms of whether current spending levels are
too high/too low, while others asked more directly if respondents would support additional
spending. The four poll questions asking if respondents would favor additional spending
found that more than one-half did. Among the six poll questions asking if government is
currently spending too much or too little, only one poll found a majority thinking spending
should rise. In the others, between one-third and almost one-half thought spending was too
low, with roughly similar proportions thinking that spending levels are about right. Very few
people thought that spending was too high; across the questions, the highest percentage
thinking that spending was too high was only 11%.
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Table 9.

Poll Questions Asking about Support for Increasing Transit Funding, in General

Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking if respondents would favor more transit funding
Pew Research Center, 2008

As I read some possible government policies to address America’s
energy supply, tell me whether you would favor or oppose each.

Favor 72%
Oppose 23%
Don’t know 5%

Would you favor or oppose the government spending more on
subway, rail and bus systems?
Public Agenda, 2009

Do you favor or oppose each of the following energy-related
proposals?

Natural Resources Defense
Council, 2012

I am going to read you some statements given as reasons to
support increasing local funding to expand transportation choices in
your community, including public transportation like buses or trains.
After hearing each statement, please tell me whether you find it very
convincing, somewhat convincing, or not convincing as a reason to
support increasing funding for more transportation choices. If you do
not believe the statement, please tell me that too.

Very or somewhat convincing 65%
Not convincing 17%
Don’t believe 13%
Don’t know/NA 5%
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Spending more tax money on public transportation such as bus and
rail systems

Strongly or somewhat favor 71%
Somewhat oppose 13%
Strongly oppose 13%
Don’t know 2%

Currently, the average state spends the vast majority of its federal
transportation dollars on roads and highways - just 20 percent goes
to public transportation, such as trains, buses and light rail. We
should have more balance, and shift some funding from roads to
expand and improve our public transit systems.
Transportation for America,
2010

In general, would you support or oppose increasing funding to
expand and improve public transportation in YOUR COMMUNITY, if
it required a small increase in taxes or fees?
[IF CHOICE GIVEN:] Is that STRONGLY (support/oppose) or just
somewhat?

Initial
Strongly or somewhat support 51%
Somewhat oppose 14%
Strongly oppose 32%
Unsure/refused 3%

LATER IN SURVEY

Informed
Strongly or somewhat support 57%
Somewhat oppose 11%
Strongly oppose 30%
Unsure/refused 3%

Sometimes after hearing a little more, people feel somewhat
differently, so let me ask you again –
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In general, would you support or oppose increasing funding to
expand and improve public transportation in YOUR COMMUNITY, if
it required a small increase in taxes or fees?
[IF CHOICE GIVEN:] Is that STRONGLY (support/oppose) or just
somewhat?

Table 9, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking if existing public transportation spending levels are too high or too low
Transportation for America,
2010

Actually, today 80 cents out of every federal transportation dollar
goes to highways, while 17 cents is used for public transportation
such as such as trains, rail, ferries and buses around the country,
and the remainder for other transportation needs.
Having heard that, would you say more funding should be allocated
to public transportation, less funding should be allocated to public
transportation, or do you think the current amount is about right?

Informed
More 63%
Less 5%
About right amount 31%
Do not know/refused 1%

Sometimes after hearing a little more, people feel somewhat
differently, so let me ask you again –
As you heard earlier, 80 cents out of every federal transportation
dollar goes to highways, while 17 cents is used for public
transportation such as such as trains, rail, ferries and buses around
the country, and the remainder for other transportation needs.
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LATER IN SURVEY...

Initial
More 58%
Less 5%
About right amount 35%
Do not know/refused 2%

Would you say more funding should be allocated to public
transportation, less funding should be allocated to public
transportation, or do you think the current amount is about right?
National Data Program for
the Sciences, 2008

I would like to talk with you about some things people think about
today. We are faced with many problems in this country, none of
which can be solved easily or inexpensively. I’m going to name
some of these problems, and for each one I’d like you to tell me
whether you think we’re spending too much money on it, too little
money, or about the right amount.)

Too little 47%
About right 39%
Too much 8%
DK 7%

Mass transportation
HNTB, 2010 (“Public Transit
Survey”)

Do you think the amount of money that local, state and federal
governments spend on public transportation in your area is…

Too little 46%
Adequate 42%
Too much 11%

34

Table 9, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

National Data Program for
the Sciences, 2010

I would like to talk with you about some things people think about
today. We are faced with many problems in this country, none of
which can be solved easily or inexpensively. I’m going to name
some of these problems, and for each one I’d like you to tell me
whether you think we’re spending too much money on it, too little
money, or about the right amount.

Too little 42%
About right 44%
Too much 10%
DK 5%

Mass transportation
National Data Program for
the Sciences, 2006

Too little 38%
About right 51%
Too much 10%

Mass transportation
National Data Program for
the Sciences, 2006

We are faced with many problems in this country, none of which can
be solved easily or inexpensively. I’m going to name some of these
problems, and for each one I’d like you to tell me whether you think
we’re spending too much money on it, too little money, or about the
right amount.

Too little 33%
About right 59%
Too much 9%
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We are faced with many problems in this country, none of which can
be solved easily or inexpensively. I’m going to name some of these
problems, and for each one I’d like you to tell me whether you think
we’re spending too much money on it, too little money, or about the
right amount.

Improving mass transportation.
Sources: See bibliography.
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Support for Raising Specific Tax Types to Generate Revenue for Transit
A variety of polls tested support for using gas tax revenues to pay for transit (Table 10).
Questions varied from asking if gas tax revenue should be spent on public transit, to asking
if the gas tax rate should be raised to pay for improved transit, to asking which revenue
mechanism is most appropriate to pay for transit (and including the gas tax as an option).
From one-third to two-thirds of respondents per poll supported the principle of spending
gas tax revenues on transit purposes, but smaller numbers supported a raise in the gas
tax rate specifically for transit.
Table 11 presents findings from five questions related to spending vehicle registration
fee revenues to increase funding for public transit. Two of the questions simply asked if
respondents would support this; support was 48% and 39% of respondents, respectively.
Another question asked respondents their preferred revenue source among several
options: 22% chose registration fees, compared with 40% preferring a sales tax and 11%
preferring local property taxes. Finally, two polls asked if respondents would be more or
less likely to vote for a county commissioner who supported a vehicle registration fee
increase for public transit. In both cases, approximately one-half of respondents said this
position would make no difference, and about one-third said they would be less likely
Table 12 presents the many polls that asked about support for paying for transit with sales
tax revenue. Most of these polls asked if residents would support raising the sales tax to
pay for transit, and in almost all cases a majority of respondents said yes. Three other polls
asked respondents to pick a preferred source of revenue from among several options, and
in all cases the sales tax was the preferred option among choices that would raise a tax rate.
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Table 10. Support for Spending Gas Tax Revenue on Public Transit
Question wording

Response

Agrawal & Nixon, 2013

Now I have a question about whether or not GAS tax money should be spent to pay
for public transit. Some people say that money from gas taxes should only be spent
on roads and highways, since drivers pay the tax. Other people say gas tax money
should be used to pay for public transit IN ADDITION to roads and highways,
because transit helps reduce traffic congestion and wear-and-tear on the roads.
Would you support or oppose spending SOME gas tax money on public transit?

Support 64%
Oppose 33%
Don’t know (volunteered) 2%

Washington State
Transportation Commission,
2012

State gas tax revenues also help fund the Washington State Ferry system. Do you
support or oppose using state transportation funds to help maintain and operate the
Washington State Ferry system?

Strongly or somewhat support 57%
Somewhat oppose 21%
Strongly oppose 16%
Not sure 6%

HNTB, 2010

When it comes to funding more and better public transportation options, which of the
following do you think local, state and federal governments should rely on for most of
the money? [respondents could select more than one option]

Greater share of the gas tax 49%
Private Investors 21%
Local sales tax dedicated to transit 20%
Increased public transportation fares 15%
Property tax dedicated to transit 10%
Other 6%

MassINC, 2013

Now, imagine that state government decided that the best option to raise money for
transportation is to increase the state gas tax. I’m going to read you several different
options for how the money is spent. For each, please tell me if you would support or
oppose the gas tax increase, if the money is spent this way.

Strongly or somewhat support 47%
Somewhat oppose13%
Strongly oppose 38%
Don’t know/refused 2%
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Sponsor or author, date

Would you support the gas tax increase if the money were spent mainly on
improving the public transportation network in cities around Massachusetts? And do
you strongly (support/oppose) this idea, or somewhat (support/oppose)?
Metropolitan Transportation
Commission, 2012

Agree/disagree with statement: I would support a gas tax only for public transit
improvements.

Strongly or somewhat agree 41%
Somewhat disagree 23%
Strongly disagree 34%
No opinion/Don’t know 2%

Indian Nations Council of
Governments, 2010

Please indicate how willing you would be to use the following sources of revenue to
help fund public transportation improvements?

Very or somewhat willing 34%
Not willing 65%
Don’t know 1%

A slight increase in the gas and diesel tax
Agrawal, Nixon, & Murthy
2012

Gas taxes make sense for public transportation
33%
Gas taxes only for roads and highways 48%
Both (volunteered) 13%
Neither (volunteered) 2%
Don’t know (volunteered) 3%
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Now I have a question about whether or not GAS tax money should be spent to pay
for public transit. Some people say that money from gas taxes should only be spent
on roads and highways, since drivers are the ones who pay the tax. Other people
say that it makes sense to spend money from gas taxes on public transportation,
since transit helps reduce traffic and wear-and-tear on the roads. Which statement is
closer to your opinion?

Table 10, Continued
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Agrawal, Nixon, and Murthy,
2012

Suppose Congress has voted to spend more money to expand and improve public
transit around the country but has not yet decided how to pay for the improvements.
Would you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or strongly
oppose each of the following ways to raise money for public transit?

Strongly or somewhat support 28%
Somewhat oppose 16%
Strongly oppose 53%
Don’t know (volunteered) 3%

Raise the federal gas tax
Agrawal & Nixon, 2013

Suppose Congress has voted to spend more money to expand and improve public
transit around the country but has not yet decided how to pay for the improvements.
Would you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or strongly
oppose each of the following ways to raise money for public transit?

Strongly or somewhat support 33%
Somewhat oppose 19%
Strongly oppose 48%
Don’t know (volunteered) 1%

Old Dominion University
Social Science Research
Center, 2012

How do you think light rail extension should be paid for?

Increase the fuel tax 10%
Other (specify) 30%
Increase sales tax 23%
Borrow money 19%
Don’t know 18%
Refused >1%

Agrawal, Nixon, and Murthy,
2012

Now, if you could only select one of the three options I just described, which would
you prefer? [Options: reduce spending on other federal programs, raise transit fares,
raise the federal gas tax]

Reduce spending on other federal programs 48%
Raise transit fares 27%
Raise the federal gas tax 14%
Equally oppose all three (volunteered) 5%
Equally support all three (volunteered) 2%
Don’t know (volunteered) 4%
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Raise the federal gas tax

Sources: See bibliography.
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Table 11. Support for Spending Vehicle Registration Fee Revenue on Public Transit
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

Questions asking about support for using vehicle registration fee revenue for public transit
Indian Nations Council of
Governments, 2010

Please indicate how willing you would be to use the following sources of revenue to help fund
public transportation improvements?

Very or somewhat willing 48%
Not willing 51%
Don’t know 1%

A slight increase in vehicle registration fees
City of Colorado Springs,
2011

I’m going to read three options on how to fund the public transportation system in the Pikes Peak
region. After I read each funding option, please tell me whether you would strongly support,
somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose using it to support public
transportation.

Strongly or somewhat support 39%
Somewhat oppose 16%
Strongly oppose 40%
Don’t know 6%

And of those three funding options, if you had to choose one, which one would be your most
preferred option?

Local vehicle registration fee 22%
Sales tax 40%
None of the above (volunteered) 23%
Property tax 11%
Don’t know/NA 4%

Questions asking how respondents’ support for an elected official would change
Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2012 (Orange
County poll)

If a county commissioner voted to increase vehicle registration fees by $10 dollars for new or
expanded public transportation, would you be more likely or less likely to re-elect him or her, or
would it make no difference in your decision?

More likely 18%
Less likely 29%
No difference 50%
Unsure/no answer 3%

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2012 (Wake
County poll)

If a county commissioner voted to increase vehicle registration fees by $10 dollars for new or
expanded public transportation, would you be more likely or less likely to re-elect him or her, or
would it make no difference in your decision?

More likely 11%
Less likely 39%
No difference 47%
Unsure/no answer 2%
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Local vehicle registration fee
City of Colorado Springs,
2011

Sources: See bibliography.
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Table 12. Support for Spending Sales Tax Revenue on Public Transit
Sponsor or author, date

Question wording

Response

City of Colorado Springs,
2011

I’m going to read three options on how to fund the public transportation system in the Pikes
Peak region. After I read each funding option, please tell me whether you would strongly
support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose using it to support public
transportation.

Strongly or somewhat support 66%
Somewhat oppose 15%
Strongly oppose 30%
Don’t know:5%

Sales tax
Would you vote for or against a sales tax increase of one-half of a percent to pay for new or
expanded public transportation, if one was on the ballot in your county?

For 60%
Against 33%
Unsure/no answer 8%

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2010

Would you vote for or against a sale tax increase of one-half of a percent to pay for new or
expanded public transportation, if one was on the ballot in your county?

For 58%
Against 39%
Unsure/no answer 3%

Center for the Study of Los
Angeles, 2012

In 2008, voters in LA County passed Measure R to establish a half-cent sales tax for the next
thirty years for transportation-related projects, like the metro rail. Recently a proposal was
developed to extend the 2008 half-cent sales tax beyond the original thirty years. This
measure will likely appear on the November 2012 ballot. If you were voting today, would you
vote yes or no on this measure?

Yes 54%
No 37%
Don’t know/refused 9%

Valley Regional Transit
Authority, 2007

Would you support or not support an increase in the local sales tax to expand public
transportation services in the Treasure Valley? Would that be strongly or somewhat [support /
not support]?

Strongly or somewhat support 52%
Neutral/somewhat do not support 13%
Strongly do not support 36%

Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2012 (Wake
County poll)

Would you vote for or against a sales tax increase of one-half of a percent to pay for new or
expanded public transportation, if one was on the ballot in your county?

For 50%
Against 43%
Unsure/no answer 7%

Coalition for Smart Transit,
2010

If the election were held today, would you vote for or vote against a sales tax increase for
FasTracks?

For 50%
Against 48%
Don’t know 3%

Indian Nations Council of
Governments, 2010

Please indicate how willing you would be to use the following sources of revenue to help fund
public transportation improvements?[A slight sales tax increase]

Very or somewhat willing 50%
Not willing 49%
Don’t know 1%

City of Colorado Springs,
2011

And of those three funding options, if you had to choose one, which one would be your most
preferred option?

Sales Tax 40%
None of the above (volunteered) 23%
Local vehicle reg fee 22%
Property Tax 11%
Don’t know/NA 4%
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Regional Transportation
Alliance, 2012 (Orange
County poll)
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Table 12, Continued
Question wording

Response

Old Dominion University
Social Science Research
Center, 2012

How do you think light rail extension should be paid for?

Increase sales tax 23%
Other (specify) 30%
Borrow money 19%
Don’t know 18%
Increase the fuel tax 10%
Refused >1%

HNTB, 2010 (“Public Transit
Survey”)

When it comes to funding more and better public transportation options, which of the
following do you think local, state and federal governments should rely on for most of the
money?

Local sales tax dedicated to transit 20%
Greater share of the gas tax 28%
Private investors 21%
Increased public transportation fares 15%
Property tax dedicated to transit 10%
Other 6%

Sources: See bibliography.
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V. CONCLUSION
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
This review of 56 polls asking about opinions related to public transit revealed that four
general topics are most frequently probed: the reasons people support public transit,
opinions about transit service quality, the extent to which people support improving transit
as a general concept, and their support for raising additional revenues to support transit.
Many polls explored the reasons respondents might believe that public transit benefits them
personally or the community at large. The benefits mentioned most commonly were reducing
traffic congestion, reducing commute costs, supporting a strong economy, reducing air
pollution (or, in a few cases, greenhouse gas emissions), or lowering commute costs. In all
cases, majorities of respondents agreed that public transit provides these benefits.
Many surveys asked respondents to rate their opinion of transit service quality near them.
In most surveys, at least 40% of respondents rated service quality favorably. It should be
stressed that because most Americans do not ride transit regularly, the opinions expressed
in these surveys reflect many more non-riders than actual transit riders.
Many surveys asked respondents what importance they place on public transit, or how
much priority they place on improving it. The 12 questions that explored this theme by
directly asking respondents such a question all found at least two-thirds of respondents
stating that transit is of medium or more importance. A smaller set of three questions
asking how much respondents would prioritize improving public transit compared with
other transportation improvements found that from one-quarter to one-third of respondents
chose some aspect of public transit service as their highest priority.
A number of polls asked whether respondents think that government should spend more
or less on public transit than it currently does, without reference to any particular funding
source. The four poll questions asking if respondents would favor additional spending
found that more than one-half did. Among the six poll questions asking if government is
currently spending too much or too little, only one poll found a majority thinking spending
should rise. In the others, between one-third and almost one-half thought spending was
too low, with roughly similar proportions thinking that spending levels are about right.
A variety of polls tested support for using gas tax revenues to pay for transit. Poll
questions asking if respondents supported the principle of spending gas tax revenues
on transit purposes found anywhere from one-third to two-thirds of people agreeing.
However, much smaller percentages supported raising the gas tax rate specifically to
generate funding for transit.
A few other questions related to spending vehicle registration fee revenues to increase
funding for public transit. Two of the questions simply asked if respondents would support this;
support was 48% and 39% of respondents, respectively. In addition, in two polls that asked if
respondents would be more or less likely to vote for a county commissioner who supported
a vehicle registration fee increase for public transit, about one-half of respondents said this
position would make no difference and about one-third said they would be less likely.
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Finally, the largest set of questions related to a specific tax type asked about support for
paying for transit with sales tax revenue. Most of these polls asked if residents would
support raising the sales tax to pay for transit, and in almost all cases a majority of
respondents said yes. Three other polls asked respondents to pick a preferred source
of revenue from among several options, and in all cases the sales tax was the preferred
option among choices that would raise a tax rate.
In summary, strong majorities of people believed that transit brings a number of specific
benefits to their community (especially congestion relief and accessibility to vulnerable
residents), and strong majorities also support improvements to transit as a general
concept. However, fewer people support raising spending on transit as a concept, and
definitely less than one-half support raising any specific tax to raise transit funding, except
for sales taxes, which usually enjoy majority support. This general conclusion matches
that in Manville and Cummins’ paper reviewing a smaller set of surveys.6
In concluding this discussion, one additional finding worth stressing is the large variability
in the response patterns to questions on any single topic. The variation is undoubtedly
explained in part by genuinely different sentiments among different groups of respondents.
However, the way the questions were phrased must have played a large part in generating
the wide variability in responses, a point that cannot be emphasized enough. For any
survey, sponsors must take great care to phrase questions that are clear for respondents
to understand. Further, for anyone interpreting polling results, it is critical to take question
wording into account very carefully.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
Fruitful avenues for expanding this review of poll findings would be to:
• Expand the range of surveys reviewed to include the household travel surveys
conducted by regional and state agencies, as well as the National Household
Travel Survey.
• Compile a set of transit passenger surveys that include opinion questions, to compare
the views of transit riders with the views of the general public.
• For the subset of polls for which data files or crosstabs are available, examine how
opinions vary by key socio-demographic and travel behavior factors (age, gender,
transit use, etc.).
The findings from the current review also suggest some types of questions that have not
been commonly asked but might fill important gaps in knowledge, such as to:
• More directly ask respondents why they support public transit. The existing polls
typically break this information into two questions, one asking about benefits
perceived and another asking whether or not people support more or better transit.
• More directly ask respondents who say they would not support additional funding
for transit why they hold this opinion.
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APPENDIX A: PUBLIC OPINION POLLS REVIEWED
Table 13. Public Opinion Polls Reviewed
Publication
Date

Sampling Frame

Survey
Geography

20/20 Insight

2011

Registered Voters

Region

ABC News/Planet Green/Stanford

2008

Adults

National

Agrawal & Nixon

2010

Adults

National

Agrawal & Nixon

2011

Adults

National

Agrawal and Nixon

2013

Adults

National

Agrawal, Nixon, & Murthy

2012

Adults

National

Alameda County Congestion Management Agency

2010

Registered Voters

County

Alameda County Transportation Commission

2011

Registered Voters

County

Alameda County Transportation Commission

2011

Registered Voters

County

American Highway Users Alliance

2008

Likely Voters

National

American Road and Transportation Builders Association

2013

Adults

National

Center for the Study of Los Angeles

2012

Registered Voters

County

City of Colorado Springs

2011

Voters - active

County

Civitas Institute

2012

Adults

State

Coalition for Smart Transit

2010

Likely Voters

Region

Contra Costa Transportation Authority

2010

Registered Voters

County

Elway Research

2013

Registered voters

State

Greene & Smith

2010

Drivers using toll roads

Region

HNTB

2009

Adults

National

HNTB

2010

Adults

National

HNTB

2010

Adults

National

HNTB

2010

Adults

National

HNTB

2011

Adults

National

Indian Nations Council of Governments.

2010

Adults

Region

Indianapolis Congregation Action Network

2013

Adults

State

Kinder Institute for Urban Research

2012

Adults

County

Lane Transit District

2012

Registered Voters

Locality

MassINC

2013

Registered voters

State

MassINC

2013

Registered voters

State

Metropolitan Transportation Commission

2012

Likely Voters

Region

Minnesota 2020

2008

Adults

State

Sponsor or author

National Data Program for the Sciences

2006

Adults

National

National Data Program for the Sciences

2008

Adults

National

National Data Program for the Sciences

2010

Adults

National

New Jersey Department of Transportation

2005

Adults

State

National Resources Defence Council

2012

Voters

National

Peck

2010

Adults - Older(60+)

Regional

Pew Research Center

2008

Adults

National

Public Agenda

2009

Adults

National

Quinniapac University Polling Institute

2011

Registered Voters

State
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Rasmussen Reports

45

Sampling Frame

Survey
Geography

2013

Adults

National

Reason Foundation

2011

Adults

National

Regional Transportation Alliance

2010

Registered Voters

Region

Regional Transportation Alliance (Orange County poll)

2012

Registered Voters

County

Regional Transportation Alliance (Wake County poll)

2012

Registered Voters

County

Rockefeller Foundation

2011

Registered Voters

National

San Diego Association of Governments

2008

Adults

Region

San Diego County Water Authority

2011

Adults

Locality

Social Science Research Center, Old Dominion University

2012

Adults

Region

Star Tribune (Minnesota)

2011

Adults

State

WXIA-TV Atlanta

2012

Registered Voters or
Likely voters

State

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution and Channel 2 Action
News

2011

Registered Voters

Region

Transportation for America

2010

Registered Voters

National

Valley Regional Transit Authority

2007

Adults

Region

Washington Policy Center

2011

Registered Voters

State

Washington State Transportation Commission

2012

Adults

State
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