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Abstract. This article uses data from the 2001 National Household Travel Survey (NHTS) to

compare travel behavior in rural and urban areas of the U.S. As expected, the car is the

overwhelmingly dominant mode of travel. Over 97% of rural households own at least one car

vs. 92% of urban households; 91% of trips are made by car in rural areas vs. 86% in urban

areas. Regardless of age, income, and race, almost everyone in rural areas relies on the

private car for most travel needs. Mobility levels in rural areas are generally higher than in

urban areas. That results from the more dispersed residences and activity sites in rural areas,

which increase trip distances and force reliance on the car. Somewhat surprisingly, the rural

elderly and poor are considerably more mobile than their urban counterparts, and their

mobility deficit compared to the rural population average is strikingly less than for the urban

elderly and poor compared to the urban average. Data limitations prevented a measurement

of accessibility, however, and it seems likely that rural areas, by their very nature, are less

accessible than urban areas, especially for the small percentage of car-less poor and elderly

households.

Abbreviations: HOV–high occupancy vehicle; NHTS–National Household Travel Survey; NPTS–

Nationwide Personal Transportation Survey; SOV–single occupancy vehicle

1. Introduction

Rural sociologists and planners generally argue that rural areas, by their

very nature, offer less accessibility than urban areas (Hagerstrand 1970;

Ingram 1971; Lapping et al. 1979; Mosley 1979; Bogren 1998). The low

densities of rural areas – and the resulting distances between residences,

service centers, schools, churches, shopping facilities, and job sites – make it

more difficult for rural households to reach many destinations. While travel

speeds are higher on most rural roads, trip distances are considerably

longer, generally requiring more time per day for local travel in rural areas

than in urban areas (U.S. Department of Agriculture 1999; Transportation

Research Board 1999; Glascow & Blakely 2000). Moreover, the very
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limited public transport services in rural areas sharply restrict travel

options, forcing almost complete reliance on the car for almost all trips

(Rosenbloom 2002, 2003).

Of course, accessibility can vary from one rural area to another, and

from one urban area to another. Indeed, it is possible that households living

in extremely congested, sprawling metropolitan areas might have less

accessibility to some daily destinations than households in nearly self-suf-

ficient rural communities. Thus, it is not clear to what extent there really is

an accessibility gap between rural and urban areas.

The very notion of accessibility is subject to different interpretations.

Virtually all experts, however, distinguish between mobility and accessi-

bility (Schaeffer & Sclar 1970; Hanson 1996; Handy & Niemeier 1997;

Meyer & Miller 2001; Pacione 2001). For example, Hanson (1996, p. 4)

defines accessibility as ‘‘the number of opportunities, also called activity

sites, available within a certain distance or travel time.’’ By comparison, she

defines mobility as ‘‘the ability to move between different activity sites (i.e.

from home to a grocery store).’’ Thus, mobility refers to the amount and

type of travel that is possible, while accessibility refers to the ability (in

terms of time, cost, and effort) to reach desired destinations.

Unfortunately, it is difficult to measure accessibility, since it requires

quantifying and comparing travel needs with travel possibilities for each

household, usually exceeding data availability. Conceptually, of course, it is

possible, as explained by Hanson (1996, pp. 5–7), Handy and Niemeier

(1997), Meyer and Miller (2001, pp. 95–103), and Handy and Clifton

(2001). Empirical estimates, however, are generally done on a disaggregate,

case-by-case basis. The national travel survey data examined in this article

are far too aggregate for that sort of analysis, not even permitting disag-

gregation to a town-specific level, let alone census tract, neighborhood, or

household level.1

A more feasible and less controversial – if less satisfying – approach is

simply to measure actual travel, as reported by survey respondents. While

not indicating the extent to which desired destinations can be reached,

travel surveys at least permit comparisons of mobility rates and travel

behavior among different areas. They also reveal the range of travel options

available in different areas and in different segments of the population.

In this article, we limit ourselves to such an examination of mobility,

using the most recent national travel survey to compare local travel in

urban and rural areas of the U.S., especially as it varies for different

socioeconomic groups. While such an analysis of actual mobility levels can

help reveal the amount of travel and range of travel options, it can only

suggest some possible implications for accessibility, and in particular, the

degree of disadvantage faced by some groups.
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Our main purpose is simply to present this most recent information on

rural–urban differences in mobility and mode choice. An in-depth economic

and sociological analysis of the survey data is beyond the scope of the

current article, although we note some possibly significant patterns. Nev-

ertheless, many of the rural–urban comparisons presented here may be

interesting in themselves, since they reveal surprising similarities as well as

expected differences. Moreover, the information may be useful to other

researchers, not only transport planners but also geographers and rural

sociologists.

2. Changing economics, demographics, and travel patterns of rural areas

As several studies indicate, rural areas in the U.S. have undergone enor-

mous changes over the past few decades (U.S. Department of Agriculture

1997; Beale 1999; Transportation Research Board 2000; Rosenbloom 2002,

2003). Of course, there are vast differences among rural areas, but in most

regions of the U.S., there has been a dramatic shift from a strong depen-

dence on agriculture, mining, and forestry to a much more diverse, service-

oriented economy. Moreover, in some rural counties, manufacturing and

high-tech industries have been burgeoning, reflecting the ongoing decen-

tralization of economic activities away from cities.

One result of that economic transformation is a reversal of the decades-

long trend toward depopulation of rural America. For all rural counties

combined, population increased by 10.3% from 1990 to 2000 (U.S.

Department of Agriculture 2003). Most of the growth was in the West and

the Southeast; indeed, rural counties in the West grew even faster than

urban counties (Beale 1999). In general, the fastest growing rural counties

also tended to be located near metropolitan areas, probably reflecting an

overflow of both population and firms from cities to their surrounding

regions. Rural population growth, in particular, has resulted from an influx

of young professionals, retirees, and rural-based commuters to jobs in

urban and suburban areas, in addition to the employees of new service and

manufacturing firms in rural areas themselves. By comparison, rural

counties in the Great Plains, Mississippi Valley, and Appalachia continue

to lose population. Especially those isolated rural counties far from urban

centers have languished in their decades-long decline (U.S. Department of

Agriculture 2003).

Those economic and demographic changes have also affected travel

patterns. In general, workers are commuting much farther to jobs than

previously, often to urban areas or other rural counties (Rosenbloom 2002,

2003). The establishment of regional shopping centers, office complexes,
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and industrial parks, either at the edge of suburban areas or in the exurban

portions of rural counties, has also redirected travel. The continuing

decentralization of jobs and population further and further from cities has

been made possible by enormous advances in communications that have

greatly reduced the disadvantages of peripheral locations, both for firms

and households. Moreover, America’s superb highway network reaches

into virtually every part of rural America and provides convenient con-

nections between rural locations and nearby urban areas as well as the rest

of the country.

It seems clear that, whatever the accessibility disadvantages currently

existing in rural areas, they are much less than even a few decades ago, and

they continue to decline over time with further advances in communications

and transport technologies. There are exceptions to that generalization,

however. Those elderly and/or poor households without cars and licensed

drivers probably face even greater mobility problems than previously, since

public transport alternatives have diminished, and mobility is now over-

whelmingly dependent on the private car (Transportation Research Board

1999; Glascow & Blakely 2000; Rosenbloom 2002, 2003). The increased

mobility enjoyed by most of the rural population – made possible by

ubiquitous roads and rising car ownership – has fostered the increased

separation of activity sites, since car drivers can travel faster and farther

than previously. Those increased trip distances, combined with the decline

in public transport, walking, and cycling alternatives, place many car-less

households at an even greater accessibility disadvantage than before.

3. Background on the 2001 National Household Travel Survey

The most recent comprehensive survey of personal travel in the U.S. is the

2001 National Household Travel Survey (NHTS) (U.S. Department of

Transportation 2003). It is the only national survey that includes both work

and non-work trips. The 2000 Census, by comparison, reports only journeys

to and from work, less than a fourth of all trips. The 2001 NHTS reports a

wide range of information about the socioeconomic characteristics of

households aswell as theirmotor vehicle ownership andmany aspects of their

travel. For example, it reports the number of trips per day and, for each trip,

the means of travel, day and time of travel, trip distance, and trip purpose.

The 2001 NHTS incorporates several important improvements in survey

methodology over its predecessor 1969, 1977, 1983, 1990, and 1995

Nationwide Personal Transportation Surveys (NPTS) (U.S. Department of

Transportation 1999). For example, walk trips had been significantly

underreported in all earlier surveys (Pucher et al. 1998; Pucher & Renne
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2003). Thus, the 2001 NHTS included several special prompts in the survey

questionnaire to ensure that all walk trips were reported. Moreover,

because earlier surveys had reported some questionable trip lengths, mul-

tiple data collection methods were used to achieve more accurate trip dis-

tances. The 2001 survey also collected more detailed information on trips

made to access transit services.

The NHTS still suffers from all the problems of telephone surveys. Most

importantly, it undersamples low-income households without telephones.

To correct for that problem, survey responses were weighted to make the

overall sample representative of the population as a whole. Indeed, the

weighting of undersampled households in the 2001 NHTS was more

extensive than in any previous survey. The NHTS does not, however, take

into account the increasing number of households with only cellular phones

that cannot be reached by standard telephone survey techniques.

The 2001 NHTS was conducted over the 14-month period from March

2001 to May 2002, thus ensuring coverage of every month of the year. Each

household reported all trips made over a 24-hour period, starting at

4:00 a.m. one day and terminating at 3:59 a.m. the following day. As with

the earlier NPTS surveys, the NHTS only includes the civilian, non-insti-

tutionalized population of the U.S. It explicitly excludes motels, hotels,

prisons, military barracks, convents, monasteries, and any living quarters

with ten or more unrelated occupants. The NHTS included college stu-

dents, however, provided that dormitory, fraternity or sorority rooms had

telephones and fewer than 10 occupants. The 2001 survey interviewed

26,018 households nationwide, including 19,768 households in urban areas

and 6,250 households in rural areas.

The NHTS survey data analyzed here (January 2003 release) used the

U.S. Census definitions of urban and rural:2

For Census 2000, the Census Bureau classifies as ‘‘urban’’ all territory,

population, and housing units located within an urbanized area (UA)

or an urban cluster (UC). It further defines urbanized areas and urban

clusters as densely settled territory consisting of core census block

groups or blocks that have a population density of at least 1,000

people per square mile and surrounding census blocks that have an

overall density of at least 500 people per square mile. In addition,

under certain conditions, less densely settled territory may be part of

each UA or UC. The Census Bureau defines as ‘‘rural’’ all territory,

population, and housing units located outside of UAs and UCs (U.S.

Department of Commerce 2002b, pp. 1–3).

While urbanized areas include only the urban portions of counties,

metropolitan statistical areas are delineated on the basis of entire counties,
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often including rural portions. Thus, the Census’s urbanized vs. non-

urbanized classification used by the NHTS is more appropriate for dividing

our sample into rural and urban portions.

There are, in fact, many alternative definitions of rural (Lapping 1992;

McConnell & Zetzman 1993; Ricketts 1994; Halfacre 1995; Hibbard &

Roemer 1999; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2002; U.S.

Department of Commerce 2002). Different definitions would obviously

yield somewhat different sample selections for the rural vs. urban com-

parisons. We have simply used the U.S. Census’s rural classification

embedded in the NHTS survey methodology. Overall, 24% of the surveyed

households were classified as rural.

In order to isolate local travel, we eliminated all reported trips that

exceeded 75 miles in length. The resulting sample included 173,974 trips by

urban households and 55,288 trips by rural households. Our trip length

limitation excluded 7% of all trips reported by rural households and 8% of

all trips reported by urban households. Thus, our attempt to exclude long-

distance intercity trips had approximately the same sample reduction

impact both for urban and rural households.

4. Rural-urban differences in daily trip rates and distance traveled

As shown in Table 1, rural households make only slightly fewer trips per

person per day than urban households. Although there are some variations

by income category, rural households make an average of 5% fewer trips

per day than urban households. There is no rural–urban difference among

the poorest households (incomes less than $20,000), while the largest rural–

urban difference is among the most affluent households (incomes of

$100,000 or more), who make 15% fewer trips per day in rural areas.3

The differences in daily distance traveled are much larger and in the

reverse direction. On average, rural households cover 38% more mileage

per person per day than urban households. The differences in distance

traveled are greatest among households earning less than $20,000, with the

rural poor covering 59% more miles per day than their urban counterparts.

That is almost twice the 31% difference in daily travel distance between

rural and urban affluent households (incomes over $100,000).4

As discussed by Handy and Niemeier (1997), travel generally adjusts to

overall levels of accessibility. Thus, households living close to potential

destinations (more likely in cities) would be expected to make more fre-

quent but shorter trips. Conversely, households living far from potential

destinations (such as in isolated rural areas) would be expected to make

fewer but longer trips. That probably explains why the NHTS survey found
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more trips per household in urban areas but much longer trips in rural

areas.

Table 1 also shows that trip rates and travel distance fall considerably

with declining income in both rural and urban areas, but the difference is

greater in urban areas. The rural poor (incomes less than $20,000) make

16% fewer trips per day than the rural average, while the urban poor make

25% fewer trips per day than the urban average. Similarly, the rural poor

cover 23% less mileage per day than the rural average, while the urban

poor cover 33% less mileage than the urban average.

In short, the relative mobility of the poor appears to be higher in rural

areas than in urban areas, both in terms of trip numbers and distances

covered. That does not mean that overall accessibility is higher for the rural

poor, but the differences in mobility rates between the poor and affluent are

smaller in rural areas than in urban areas. Clearly, the rural poor are forced

by more dispersed destinations and longer trip distances to be more mobile,

while the urban poor are more likely to live in relatively compact com-

munities that permit shorter trips.

As shown in Table 2, mobility rates fall considerably above the age of

65, both for urban and rural households. With the sole exception of people

80 years of age or older, urban households in every other age category

make more trips than their rural counterparts. Yet rural households in

every age category, without exception, cover much longer distances per day.

For all age groups combined, rural households covered 38% more mileage

per day than urban households. Differences are much larger among the

most elderly, however. Seniors between 80 and 84 years of age covered 62%

more mileage per day than their urban counterparts, and seniors aged 85 or

more covered 51% more mileage per day in rural areas.

Thus, the very age groups onemight have expected to suffer themost from

mobility problems in rural areas have the highest levels ofmobility relative to

their age cohorts in urban areas. Not only do they make slightly more trips

Table 1. Daily travel per capita by income class.

Household income Trips per day per person Miles traveled per day per person

Rural Urban Rural Urban

Less than $20,000 3.2 3.2 28.5 17.9

$20,000 – $39,999 3.7 3.9 35.6 26.4

$40,000 – $74,999 4.0 4.2 41.3 30.2

$75,000 – $99,999 4.2 4.3 41.6 30.7

$100,000 and over 4.1 4.8 41.8 31.8

All 3.8 4.0 37.1 26.9

Notes: In order to isolate daily travel, the sample was limited to trips of 75 miles or less.

Source: Calculated from the 2001 NHTS by Hikari Nakamoto.
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per day, but they also cover much longer distances. Of course, these statistics

cannot be interpreted as indicating no accessibility problems of rural seniors.

In particular, they do not reflect the disadvantage of having few travel

options in rural areas, where public transport services are quite limited, and

most trip distances are too long for walking and cycling. The rural elderly

without cars are forced to rely on relatives, friends, and neighbors for rides

and are thus deprived of their independence as well as flexibility in the timing

and route of their travel. The car-less elderly also make about a third fewer

trips per day than elderly households with cars and driver’s licenses (U.S.

Department of Transportation 1999; Glascow & Blakely 2000). For those

elderly who have cars and can drive safely, getting around may not be much

of a problem, but for those without access to a car, living in such a car-

dependent environment surely impairs their overall quality of life.

Notwithstanding all these warnings about interpreting the NHTS sta-

tistics too positively, they do suggest a surprisingly high degree of mobility,

especially among the most elderly.

5. Rural–urban differences in car ownership

Given the lower density of rural areas, and the longer distances between

various possible trip origins and destinations, the much greater mileage

covered by all rural income and age groups is perhaps inevitable. That high

level of rural mobility is made possible almost entirely due to the extensive

road network in American rural areas and almost universal car ownership.

Indeed, as shown in Table 3, only 11% of poor rural households have no

Table 2. Impact of age on mobility levels.

Age Trips per day per person Miles traveled per day per person

Rural Urban Rural Urban

5–15 3.3 3.4 27.1 17.1

16–24 3.9 4.0 37.5 28.3

25–39 4.2 4.4 46.5 32.9

40–64 4.1 4.4 42.5 32.4

65+ 3.2 3.4 26.0 18.7

65–69 3.7 3.9 31.0 24.4

70–74 3.3 3.8 26.3 20.8

75–79 2.8 3.1 24.4 16.2

80–84 2.9 2.8 22.0 13.6

85+ 2.0 1.9 13.9 9.2

All 3.8 4.0 37.1 27.0

Notes: In order to isolate daily travel, the sample was limited to trips of 75 miles or less.

Source: Calculated from the 2001 NHTS by Hikari Nakamoto.
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car, compared to 27% of poor urban households. Moreover, 44% of poor

rural households have two or more cars, and 17% of poor rural households

have three or more cars. Those rates are much higher than in urban areas,

where only 25% of poor households have two or more cars, and only 8%

have three or more cars. Clearly, the flexible, convenient transportation

provided by the private car is virtually indispensable for virtually every

rural household, regardless of income.

As one would expect, the rate of car ownership increases with income

level, both in rural and urban areas. For example, 84% of all non-poor

rural households (incomes $20,000 or more) have two or more cars, and

43% have three or more cars, roughly twice the percentages for poor

households (incomes less than $20,000). It is noteworthy, however, that the

car ownership gap between the poor and non-poor is considerably larger in

urban areas, probably because the urban poor are more likely to live in

denser, central city areas with public transport services and more walkable

trip distances. Thus, there is a 24% gap between the urban poor and

non-poor in their percentages of car-less households, compared to a gap of

only 10% between the rural poor and non-poor.

The availability of a car has an enormous impact on a household’s travel

behavior. As shown in Table 4, even households with no cars make 64% of

their daily trips by car in rural areas, roughly twice the percentage of car

trips made by car-less households in urban areas (34%). With the avail-

ability of at least one car, roughly nine of every ten trips are made by car,

both in rural and urban areas (91% vs. 88%, respectively). Almost no one

in rural areas uses public transport; even households without cars make

only 1% of their trips by public transport, not much different from the

0.1% among households with cars. The drop in transit use with car own-

ership is far more dramatic in urban areas, falling from 19% for households

without a car to only 1% of trips by households with a car.

Table 3. Vehicle ownership by income class.

Vehicles per

household

Households earning

less than $20,000

Households earning

more than $20,000

All

Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban

0 11.3 26.5 0.7 3.0 3.3 8.3

1 44.9 48.3 14.9 28.8 22.0 33.2

2 27.2 17.5 41.6 43.2 38.2 37.4

3 or more 16.5 7.7 42.7 25.0 36.5 21.1

All 100 100 100 100 100 100

Note: Vehicles include passenger cars, as well as station wagons, pallenger vans, sport-utility

vehicles, pickup trucks, light trucks, motorcycles, mopeds, and recational vehicles.

Source: Calculated by the authors from the 2001 NHTS.
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Having a car has a considerable impact on levels of walking and cycling

in rural areas. The percentage of trips by walking is only a fourth as high

among households with one car as it is for households without a car (5%

vs. 21%), and the percentage of bike trips is only a sixth as high among

households with one car (0.6% vs. 3.5% for households without a car). The

difference in the percentage of walk trips between households with and

without cars is even greater in urban areas: 9% vs. 41% of all trips. The

difference in the percentage of bike trips between households with and

without cars is slightly less in urban areas: 0.8% vs. 2.4%. It is also note-

worthy that the rural car-less rely somewhat more than the urban car-less

on bicycling for daily travel (3.5% vs. 2.4%). That might be due to higher

cycling speeds that permit coverage of the longer distances in rural areas.

Since many rural roads are lightly traveled, some are probably ideal for

cycling, although in most cases, rural trip distances exceed the practical

range of bike trips.

6. Impacts of income, race, and age on choice of travel mode

All income, race, and age groups in rural areas are almost entirely depen-

dent on the car for all their trip purposes. As shown in Table 5, even the

rural poor (incomes less than $20,000) make 89% of their trips by car,

much higher than the 76% of car trips made by the urban poor. Indeed, the

Table 4. Impact of auto ownership on mode choice.

Mode of transportation Vehicles per household

None One or more

Rural Urban Rural Urban

Auto 63.5 34.1 90.8 87.8

SOV1 21.4 5.2 39.5 38.5

HOV2 42.1 28.9 51.3 49.3

Transit 1.0 19.1 0.1 1.1

Total non-motorized 24.4 43.5 5.9 9.2

Walk 20.9 41.1 5.3 8.9

Bicycle 3.5 2.4 0.6 0.8

School bus 6.0 1.5 2.7 1.5

Other 5.1 1.8 0.5 0.5

All 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: In order to isolate daily travel, the sample was limited to trips of 75 miles or less.
1 SOV (single occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with driver and no passengers.
2 HOV (high occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with two or more occupants.

Source: Calculated by the authors from the 2001 NHTS.
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poor and non-poor in rural areas make virtually the same percentage of

their trips by car (89% vs. 91%). Within urban areas, the poor are far more

likely than the affluent to live in central cities with shorter, more walkable

trip distances and the most public transport services. In rural areas, both

the poor and non-poor live at low densities, with long trip distances and

very little public transport service. In fact, 38% of rural Americans live in

areas that have no public transit service at all (U.S. Department of

Transportation 2001, p. 13).

While the poor walk about twice as much as the non-poor in urban

areas, the walk share of trips is about the same for the poor and non-poor

in rural areas (6% vs. 5%). Similarly, both the poor and non-poor in rural

areas make only a tiny percentage of their trips by public transit (0.3% vs.

0.1%), while the difference is much larger in urban areas (5% vs. 1%). The

rural poor rely slightly more than the urban poor on both cycling (1.2% vs.

0.9% of trips) and the school bus (2.9% vs. 1.9%). The main point,

however, is that the car is practically the only way everyone gets around in

rural areas, regardless of income.

The same is true of racial groups, as shown in Table 6. Indeed, there is

virtually no difference at all in rural areas in the car share of trips between

blacks (91%), Hispanics (90%), and whites (91%). By comparison, car

shares of trips differ considerably more in urban areas: 79% for blacks,

83% for Hispanics, and 88% for whites. One notable difference is that, in

rural areas Hispanics use transit more than blacks, while in urban areas,

Table 5. Modal split by income group (percentage of trips by type of transportation).

Means of

transportation

Households earning

less than $20,000

Households earning

more than $20,000

All

Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban

Auto 89.4 75.9 90.7 87.5 90.5 85.9

SOV1 35.8 30.0 40.0 38.5 39.3 37.3

HOV2 53.6 45.9 50.7 49.0 51.2 48.6

Transit 0.3 4.6 0.1 1.2 0.1 1.7

Total non-motorized 7.2 17.0 5.9 9.4 6.1 10.4

Walk 6.0 16.2 5.2 8.5 5.3 9.5

Bicycle 1.2 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.9

School bus 2.9 1.9 2.7 1.4 2.7 1.5

Other 0.3 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5

All 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: In order to isolate daily travel, the sample was limited to trips of 75 miles or less.
1 SOV (single occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with driver and no passengers.
2 HOV (high occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with two or more occupants.

Source: Calculated by the authors from the 2001 NHTS.
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blacks use transit more than Hispanics. Moreover, Hispanics bicycle at

about the same rate as whites and considerably more than blacks, both in

urban and rural areas. All three groups rely about twice as much on school

bus transport in rural areas as in urban areas, highlighting the crucial role

of school bus systems in rural areas.

Somewhat surprisingly, there is almost no difference between rural and

urban areas in the reliance of the elderly on cars (92% vs. 89% of trips

for persons 65 or older). As shown in Table 7, they make roughly half of

those car trips as drivers without passengers (SOVs or single-occupant

vehicles), both in rural and urban areas. The overall 3% rural–urban

difference in car dependence is due to slightly more walking in urban

areas (9% vs. 7%) as well as slightly more transit use (1.3% vs. 0.3%). By

far the largest differences in travel behavior among children are that rural

children rely on school buses for almost twice as high a percentage of

their trips as urban children (15% vs. 9%), while urban children are

almost twice as likely to walk (15% vs. 8%). Most striking, however, is

that both rural and urban children make over 70% of their trips as

passengers in cars. Such limited physical activity from daily travel may

have contributed to the tripling in childhood obesity in the U.S. over the

past two decades (Ogden et al. 2002).

Similarly, both rural and urban elderly in the U.S. miss out on the daily

physical exercise they would get from walking or cycling for some local

trips. While Americans 65 years of age or older make less than 10% of their

Table 6. Variation in modal choice by race/ethnicity (percentage of trips by type of

transportation).

Mode of transportation Black Hispanic White

Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban

Auto 90.6 78.9 89.7 83.1 90.5 87.6

SOV1 35.8 35.7 31.0 27.5 40.5 40.1

HOV2 54.7 43.2 58.7 55.5 50.1 47.6

Transit 0.3 5.3 0.5 2.4 0.1 0.9

Total non-motorized 4.3 13.2 5.5 12.6 6.3 9.6

Walk 3.9 12.6 4.8 11.8 5.5 8.6

Bicycle 0.4 0.6 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.9

School bus 4.1 2.1 3.8 1.5 2.4 1.3

Other 0.7 0.4 0.6 0.4 0.6 0.5

All 100 100 100 100 100 100

Notes: In order to isolate daily travel, the sample was limited to trips of 75 miles or less.
1 SOV (single occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with driver and no passengers.
2 HOV (high occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with two or more occupants.

Source: Calculated by the authors from the 2001 NHTS.
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trips by walking or cycling, Germans and Dutch who are 75 years of age or

older make 48–55% of all their daily trips by either walking or cycling.

That much higher reliance on active transport modes in Europe probably

contributes to average healthy life expectancies (i.e. without major dis-

abilities) that are 2.5–4.4 years longer than in the U.S., in spite of per-capita

health expenditures that are only half as high in Europe (World Health

Organization 2001; Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-

opment 2002; Pucher & Dijkstra 2003).

7. Differences in trip length and purpose

Surely the least surprising difference between travel in rural and urban

areas is that rural trips tend to cover much longer distances. As shown

in Table 8, the biggest differences are for transit trips, which are 87%

longer in rural areas, and school bus trips, which are 62% longer. Car

trips are only 40% longer. The much longer transit trip lengths might be

due to circuitous routing of public transit in low-density areas (to pick

up passengers in scattered locations), or simply due to longer distances

between trip origins and destinations. Since there are also fewer pas-

sengers per bus, rural transportation is quite expensive to provide,

requiring much higher subsidies per passenger than urban transit,5 yet

Table 7. Impact of age on modal choice (percentage of trips by type of transportation).

Mode of transportation Children3 Adults4 Seniors5

Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban

Auto 73.0 70.7 94.0 88.2 92.2 89.1

SOV1 0.8 0.5 50.8 46.7 43.6 45.7

HOV2 72.2 70.2 43.2 41.5 48.6 43.4

Transit 0.1 1.1 0.2 2.0 0.1 1.3

Total non-motorized 11.2 18.4 4.9 9.1 7.0 9.3

Walk 7.9 15.2 4.6 8.6 6.7 8.9

Bicycle 3.4 3.2 0.3 0.5 0.3 0.4

School bus 15.0 8.9 0.4 0.2 0.0 0.1

Other 0.6 0.9 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.3

All 100 100 100 100 100 100

Notes: In order to isolate daily travel, the sample was limited to trips of 75 miles or less.
1 SOV (single occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with driver and no passengers.
2 HOV (high occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with two or more occupants.
3 Children include all respondents from age 5 to 15 years.
4 Adults include all respondents from age 16 to 64 years.
5 Seniors include all respondents 65 years or older.

Source: Calculated by the authors from the 2001 NHTS.
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providing much less frequent service and more indirect, time-consuming

routing (Federal Transit Administration 2003; American Public Trans-

portation Association 2003; Community Transportation Association of

America 2003). As one might expect, walk trips are equally short in both

rural and urban areas, but surprisingly, urban bike trips are considerably

longer.

The car is most dominant for the work trip, accounting for 97% of all

journeys to work in rural areas and 92% in urban areas (see Table 9). That

suggests that it is almost impossible to get to jobs in rural areas without

cars. Moreover, 82% of both rural and urban car commuters drive alone to

work (SOV6 as percent of total auto). By comparison, carpooling (HOV7) is

almost twice as likely as driving alone for non-work trips, presumably

because family members are more likely to come along for shopping,

school, social, and recreational trips.

Currently used for only a tenth of one percent of both work and non-

work trips, public transit is virtually irrelevant for anyone in rural areas

trying to reach anything. Transit is used much more in urban areas, but

even there it accounts for only 4% of work trips and only 1% of non-work

trips. Walking accounts for about three times as high a proportion of non-

work trips as it does for work trips, both for urban and rural areas. That

suggests that it is mainly for recreational or social trips where travel speed is

not crucial. Due to longer distances between places in rural areas, walking

accounts for roughly half the share of trips as in urban areas. Similarly,

bicycling accounts for a much higher proportion of non-work trips, both in

urban and rural areas.

Table 8. Average trip length by mode.

Mode of transportation Rural Urban

Auto 10.5 7.5

SOV1 10.2 7.6

HOV2 10.7 7.5

Transit 15.6 8.3

Total non-motorized 0.8 0.8

Walk 0.7 0.7

Bicycle 1.5 1.9

School bus 8.6 5.3

All 9.8 6.8

Notes: In order to isolate daily travel, the sample was limited to trips of 75 miles or less.
1 SOV (single occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with driver and no passengers.
2 HOV (high occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with two or more occupants.

Source: Calculated by the authors from the 2001 NHTS.
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8. Regional variations in travel behavior

The preceding analysis aggregates all regions of the country, thus hiding a

substantial amount of variation from one part of the country to another.

As shown in Table 10, the car dominates local travel in all regions of the

country, both in rural and urban areas. In general, there is greater regional

variation for urban travel than for rural travel. The car’s share of rural trips

ranges from 87% in the New England and Pacific Census regions to 93% in

the East South Central region (only 6 percentage points difference), while

the car’s share of urban trips ranges from 75% in the Middle Atlantic to

92% in the East South Central (17 percentage points difference). Thus,

there is far more regional uniformity in car dependence among rural areas

than among urban areas. Similarly, there is far less regional variation in

public transit’s modal share among rural areas than among urban areas.

For example, the transit share of rural trips spans a regional range of only

0.4 percentage points (0.0–0.4%), while the regional range for urban trips is

5.4 percentage points (0.4–5.8%), almost 14 times more.

While Table 10 shows the extent of variation among aggregate Census

regions, it does not reveal the likely variation among rural areas within each

Census region. As indicated earlier, it seems likely that rural counties

adjacent to metropolitan areas have quite different economic and demo-

graphic characteristics than isolated rural counties far from the nearest

urban center. Travel behavior in those two types of rural counties almost

certainly varies as well, but the 2001 NHTS does not permit distinguishing

between them.8

Table 9. Modal choice by trip purpose (percentage of trips by type of transportation).

Means of transportation Work and work related Non-work

Rural Urban Rural Urban

Auto 96.8 92.1 89.2 84.7

SOV1 79.2 75.4 30.5 29.2

HOV2 17.6 16.7 58.6 55.5

Transit 0.1 3.7 0.1 1.2

Total non-motorized 2.3 3.9 6.9 11.8

Walk 2.0 3.4 6.0 10.8

Bicycle 0.2 0.5 0.9 1.0

School bus 0.3 0.1 3.3 1.8

Other 0.5 0.3 0.6 0.5

All 100 100 100 100

Notes: In order to isolate daily travel, the sample was limited to trips of 75 miles or less.
1 SOV (single occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with driver and no passengers.
2 HOV (high occupancy vehicle) includes vehicles with two or more occupants.

Source: Calculated by the authors from the 2001 NHTS.
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9. Conclusions

The overwhelming impression left from this comparison of rural and urban

travel behavior in the U.S. is that for both types of areas, and for all social

and economic groups, the car is the overwhelmingly dominant mode.

Regardless of age, income, and race, almost everyone relies on the private car

formost of their travel needs. As summarized in Table 11, the degree of auto-

dependence is somewhat higher for all socioeconomic groups in rural areas,

where public transit is rare, andmost trips are too long forwalking or cycling.

Perhaps more surprising is the finding that the poor and elderly in rural

areas are at least as mobile as their urban counterparts, making roughly as

many trips per day and covering much more mileage. That higher mobility

results largely from the lower density and more scattered trip origins and

destinations in rural areas. Nevertheless, most rural poor are by no means

immobilized by their lack of economic resources. Moreover, almost 90% of

poor rural households own at least one car. Similarly, the rural elderly get

around much more often and cover longer distances than their urban age

cohorts.

The finding that mobility levels in rural areas are, in fact, at least as high

as in urban areas does not mean that accessibility is not a problem for rural

households. In particular, those without cars or unable to drive are clearly

at a disadvantage in rural areas, since most destinations can only be

reached by car. Moreover, the limited alternatives to the car may, in itself,

have a detrimental impact on quality of life, restricting independence and

flexibility of travel.

While it would not be economically feasible to provide truly compre-

hensive public transit services to rural areas, there are many ways current

services could be improved. Rosenbloom (2003) summarizes five strategies

that would increase the effectiveness of rural transit. Most involve the

transformation of public transit agencies from service providers to man-

agers of a whole range of mobility services. In addition to better coordi-

nating the demand-response services currently offered by different agencies,

such rural transit brokers might also facilitate carsharing, volunteer ride

programs, social service transportation, and the delivery of goods and

services to needy households. The focus would shift to more flexible

transport services better suited to low-density rural conditions.

Even the most successful innovations in rural transit, however, would

probably not result in raising the rural share of transit trips from its current

level of 0.1% to even 0.5%, which would be a dramatic improvement

indeed. While rural transit almost certainly will continue to be a fringe

mode, it provides important services – however limited they might be – to

those rural households who are either so poor that they cannot afford a car
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or who are physically or mentally unable to drive a car (due to disability).

Most disadvantaged rural households will probably continue to rely pri-

marily on friends, relatives, and neighbors for rides, but improved rural

transit would at least enhance their options.

This raises the larger issue of whether public policies should continue to

subsidize the higher costs of providing a whole range of services to low-

density rural areas. For many decades, regulatory policies and government

aid programs have generously supported rural electrification, telephone

service, school systems, and roads. Just as longer distances make it more

expensive to provide public utilities in rural areas than in urban areas,

transit is also more difficult and expensive to provide. Limited accessibility

is the very nature of rural areas, and it seems inevitable that urban areas

will always offer quicker and cheaper access to most destinations. One

possible solution for the small minority of rural car-less households might

be to facilitate their voluntary relocation to more accessible nodes of

activities and services within or near rural areas, instead of providing a vast

network of transit services for so few households.

Levels of mobility in rural areas are already quite high for the vast

majority of residents. Of course, the longer distances traveled per person per

day in rural areas are mainly a reflection of the low density and dispersed

locations of destinations. While they force rural households to be more

mobile, that greater mobility can hardly be viewed as a benefit, since it

requires more time and money spent traveling. Since we have only been able

to measure mobility, we cannot really assess the actual accessibility depri-

vation of any group in rural America. Surely, this is a topic for much more

detailed research, including surveys that measure not only actual travel

behavior but also travel needs. Future research might also investigate the

variation in travel behavior by type of rural area. It would be especially

useful to document differences between rural areas on the fringe of metro-

politan areas and isolated rural areas far away from the nearest urban center.

Notes

1. Later releases of the NHTS in 2004 included variables permitting spatial disaggregation to

the census tract level, but that sort of disaggregation is not possible for the sort of detailed

crosstabs shown here, which yet further disaggregate by socioeconomic category, travel

mode, trip purpose, etc. There would not be enough observations in each cell to ensure

statistically reliable estimates.

2. The January 2004 release, by comparison, used a different classification of urban and rural

based not only on density of each place but also the contextual density of each place in

relation to the surrounding area.

3. For purposes of compactness and variety, we often refer to the under-$20,000 income

category as ‘‘poor’’ and the over-$100,000 income category as ‘‘affluent.’’ This usage is not

intended to reflect any official definitions or value judgements on our part.
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4. Incomes in rural and urban areas are not fully comparable, since the cost of living in rural

areas can be considerably lower than in most urban areas. Moreover, there are substantial

variations in costs of living among regions of the country, and these data aggregate survey

responses from every part of the country. It was not possible to obtain any Census

breakdowns of cost of living between rural and urban areas, but it seems certain that

reported nominal incomes of rural households understate their real incomes or purchasing

power relative to urban households.

5. The higher cost of providing transit services to rural areas is mainly due to primary

reliance on demand-responsive paratransit services in small buses or vans, which virtually

always costs more than conventional transit in full-sized buses. Paratransit services in

urban areas are also much more expensive than regular bus service, but they account for

less than one percent of urban transit riders.

6. SOV is the standard abbreviation for single-occupant vehicle, i.e. vehicles with no pas-

sengers other than the driver.

7. HOV is the standard abbreviation for high-occupancy vehicle, i.e. vehicles with the driver

and at least one passenger. For some HOV lanes, HOV is defined as a minimum of the

driver and at least two passengers.

8. It might be possible to do a supplemental disaggregate county-by-county analysis that

would collect additional information on county characteristics and match them up with

the county-specific data reported in the 2004 release of the NHTS. Alternatively, one

might examine the new density variable in the 2004 release and compare that to travel

behavior. Both types of analysis, however, are beyond the scope of this article.
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