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Foreword

T HE 1990 Nationwide Personal Transportation Survey (NPTS) provides
a comprehensive look at personal travel in the U. S. The 1990 survey
and the three earlier surveys in the NPTS series yield important data

on the travel behavior of the American population. The NPTS series provides
data to examine the relationship among social and demographic change,
land development patterns, and transportation. This series is an essential
tool for those seriously interested in understanding travel behavior and
transportation planning issues.  

The NPTS data is intended to address a number of issues in transportation,
ranging in scope from the impacts of gas tax changes to trip generation rates
needed to calibrate travel demand models. Along the way there are a number
of issues that relate to how we, as a nation, are evolving — the changing roles
of women and men within the family structure, the growth and increased
mobility of the older driver population, the continued increase in vehicle own-
ership, and the continued decentralization of our metropolitan areas. This
Databook presents the 1990 survey findings we believe to be most useful in
analyzing these issues. Despite the volume and coverage of this Databook,
the contents only touch on the data potential of the NPTS series.

We hope that this Databook and the other publications in the NPTS report
series contribute to a better understanding of the complex relationships
associated with America’s travel behavior. Even as these data are pub-
lished, FHWA, in a cooperative effort with other Department of
Transportation agencies, is planning an update of this data series during
calendar year 1995.

David R. McElhaney
Director, Office of Highway Information Management
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1. History of the Survey
Policymakers rely on transportation statis-
tics, including data on personal travel
behavior, to formulate strategic trans-
portation policies, and to improve the
safety and efficiency of the U.S. trans-
portation system. Data on personal travel
trends are needed to examine the reliabili-
ty, efficiency, capacity, and flexibility of
the Nation’s transportation system to meet
current demands and accommodate
future demands; to assess the feasibility
and efficiency of alternative congestion-
alleviating technologies (e.g., high-speed
rail, magnetically levitated trains, intelli-
gent vehicle and highway systems); to
evaluate the merits of alternative trans-
portation investment programs; and to
assess the energy-use and air-quality
impacts of various policies. 

To address these data needs, the
Department of Transportation (DOT) initi-
ated an effort in 1969 to collect detailed
data on personal travel. The 1969 survey
was the first Nationwide Personal
Transportation Survey (NPTS). The survey
was conducted again in 1977, 1983, and
1990. The 1990 survey was co-sponsored
by five DOT agencies: Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA), Federal Transit
Administration (FTA), National Highway
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA),
Office of the Secretary of Transportation
(OST), and Federal Railroad Administra-
tion (FRA). The primary objective of the
survey was to collect trip-based data on
the nature and characteristics of personal
travel. Commercial and institutional trav-
el were not part of the survey.

2. Brief Description 
of the Survey Method
The target population for the 1990 NPTS
consisted of all persons 5 years and older
who resided in the 50 States and the

District of Columbia during the data collec-
tion period (March 1990 to March 1991).
The survey design was based on a stratified
two-stage cluster sampling plan. All coun-
ties in the United States were stratified into
geographic areas based on (1) the nine U.S.
Bureau of the Census divisions, (2) pres-
ence or absence of a subway or an elevat-
ed-rail public transportation system, and
(3) three metropolitan size categories. To
capture seasonal variation in travel, the
sample was further stratified into four stra-
ta over a 12-month period. The sampling
was also controlled by day of the week to
capture the variation in personal travel
during the course of a week. 

The survey was conducted by telephone,
using a computer-assisted telephone
interviewing system (CATI). The advan-
tages of CATI for the NPTS are that it

• allows the interviewers to enter data as
the respondent is speaking; 

• allows for a certain amount of on-line
checking for data consistency (e.g., the
respondent says that she made a trip
in the pickup truck she owns; howev-
er, there is no pickup truck recorded
as a household vehicle for this house-
hold);

• allows a number of edits, such as
range checks, to be performed while
the interview is in progress, thereby
giving the interviewer the opportunity
to correct problems while still on the
phone with the respondent.

Households included in the NPTS sample
were identified by random-digit-dialing
procedures. Of more than 73,000 random-
ly selected telephone numbers, a total of
26,172 households were eligible to be
included in the sample. From these, a total
of 21,869 household interviews were com-
pleted, for a response rate of 84 percent. 
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A set of basic information on demograph-
ics, household composition, household
vehicles, availability of public transporta-
tion, household location, and household
income was first obtained to provide a
general profile of American households.
Data were then collected from each per-
son, including education, driver informa-
tion, typical travel activities, and accident
experience, as well as data on all travel
during the sampled day. From 54,313 eli-
gible household residents, 47,499 person-
al interviews were completed, for a within-
household response rate of 87 percent.

As in the previous surveys, in the 1990
survey everyone 14 years or older in the
household was asked to report detailed
information, such as mode and purpose,
on every trip taken during the sampled
day. This designated sampled day was
referred to as the travel day.

Because longer trips are a rare event, the
NPTS survey sponsors decided that trip
data on a one-day sample would not be
sufficient to adequately represent longer
trips (defined in the NPTS as trips of 75
miles or more one way). Therefore, the
recall period for longer trips was extended
to 2 weeks and was referred to as the trav-
el period. 

Questions about trips taken by household
members between the ages of 5 and 13
were answered by an adult household
member serving as a proxy, or substitute,
for the respondent. However, unlike the
previous NPTS surveys, proxy interviews
were allowed in the 1990 survey for
household members 14 years or older
under certain circumstances: if the person
was (1) unavailable during the entire peri-
od allowed for interviewing the household;
or (2) not contacted for interview after

repeated attempts. Proxy interviews for
persons 14 and older occurred in approxi-
mately 17 percent of the cases in the 1990
survey. Trips and travel reported by prox-
ies accounted for 11.8 percent of total
vehicle trips and 15.1 percent of total
vehicle miles of travel.

3. Data Editing Procedures
A number of quality control measures
were used during data collection. In addi-
tion to on-site supervision to assist in
problem solving, the interview process was
monitored by a “silent” audiovisual sys-
tem. Neither the interviewer nor the
respondent was aware that the interview
was being monitored. The monitoring sys-
tem allowed the monitor to hear the inter-
view and observe a copy of the interview-
er’s computer screen to see how the
responses were entered. The monitoring
ensured that all data collection proce-
dures were followed and that interviewing
standards were met and also identified
problems with the questionnaire or with
the interview procedures.

In addition, a built-in real-time data edit-
ing procedure was used during the inter-
view to perform range checks and logic
and consistency checks. These checks
allowed interviewers to correct erroneous
data while the respondent was still on the
phone and minimized the amount of
imputation and estimation needed after
data were collected. Postprocessing edits
were also performed on all files (e.g.,
household, person, travel day). A more
detailed description of the sample design
and survey procedures is available in a
Research Triangle Institute report.1

1 Research Triangle Institute, 1990 Nationwide Personal Transportation Survey: Report of Survey Operations, RTI/256-4334-11. Research Triangle Park, North
Carolina. October 1991.
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4. Differences Among NPTS
Surveys and Data Compatibility
Changes in travel behavior and characteris-
tics can be determined by comparing NPTS
data for 4 survey years: 1969, 1977, 1983,
and 1990. However, to properly compare
NPTS data over time, differences in survey
methodology and terminology must be
clearly identified and evaluated.
Unfortunately, changes in travel that may
actually be a result of differences in
methodology and terminology cannot be
quantified without further detailed analysis.

The main differences in methodology and
terminology between the 1990 NPTS and
earlier surveys can be summarized 
as follows:

• The 1990 survey was a telephone sur-
vey, while the earlier surveys used in-
person home interviews. Limiting the
sample framework to households with
telephones may result in an under-
count of lower income households. Data
from the 1990 Census indicate that 4.7
percent of U.S. households do not have
telephones, and those households are
largely found in the South and West.

• The 1990 survey allowed another
household member (proxy) to report an
individual’s trips if the individual (14
and older) could not be contacted after
several attempts, while the earlier sur-
veys did not allow such proxy inter-
views. This type of proxy interviews,
which occurred in approximately 17
percent of the cases in the 1990 sur-
vey, may contribute to a greater num-
ber of trips being reported than in ear-
lier surveys. However, the increased
tripmaking reported in the 1990 NPTS
still falls short of trip generation rates
in some urban travel surveys, even
after the NPTS sample and procedures
are adjusted to be comparable to the
urban travel surveys. In terms of miles
of travel, the percentage of total travel
reported by proxy cannot be quantified
unless a procedure is developed to

reweight the survey data without data
reported by proxy.

• In the 1969 survey, “vehicles” were
automobiles, station wagons, and pas-
senger vans. In later surveys, vehicles
also included pickup trucks, other
light trucks, utility vehicles, motorcy-
cles, and mopeds. Footnotes have been
added throughout this publication to
remind readers of this difference.

• Other terminology differences between
the 1990 NPTS and earlier surveys are
in the coverage of geographical bound-
aries, such as metropolitan statistical
area and central city. Some tables in
this Databook show considerable
growth in households and workers in
the central city between 1983 and
1990. This growth is primarily a result
of a change in the definition of “central
city” between the two survey years.
See Appendix B for definitions of geo-
graphical boundaries used in the 1983
and 1990 surveys.

• The 1990 survey data were edited by
CATI during the data collection
process, while data from the earlier
surveys were edited manually after the
interview. The advantage of CATI over
conventional home interviews is that
many data inconsistencies and data
quality problems can be immediately
identified and corrected.

• The sample size of the surveys varied
considerably: 15,000 households for
the 1969 survey, 18,000 for 1977,
6,500 for 1983, and 22,000 for 1990.
The small sample size in the 1983 sur-
vey (less than one-third that of 1990)
contributed to a larger sampling error.

Recognition of the differences between the
1990 NPTS and earlier surveys are impor-
tant because NPTS data show that the
number of miles driven for personal travel
increased by 50 percent between 1983 and
1990. This 50 percent increase reflects a
combination of typical daily tripmaking
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(from travel day) and longer, intercity trips
(from travel period). The NPTS data were
compared with data reported in FHWA’s
annual publication, Highway Statistics,
which show an increase of only 33 percent
during the same period. The Highway
Statistics data are based on traffic counts,
and therefore some definitional differences
exist between the NPTS and Highway
Statistics.2

One possible explanation for the large
increase in personal vehicle miles of travel
(VMT) between 1983 and 1990 is that the
1983 NPTS underestimated VMT because
of its smaller sample size and less well-
controlled survey implementation. Table

1.1 shows 1983 and 1990 personal VMT
estimates by NPTS and by Highway
Statistics. Data in Table 1.1 confirm the
possibility that the 1983 NPTS underesti-
mated VMT. The 1983 NPTS estimated
VMT is 77 percent of that in Highway
Statistics, while the 1990 NPTS is 87 per-
cent of the corresponding Highway
Statistics estimate.

Table 1.1

Personal VMT Estimates, 1983 and 1990
(millions)

Percent NPTS of 
Highway Statistics1 NPTS2 Highway Statistics Estimate

1983 1,403,696 1,076,169 77%
1990 1,864,386 1,613,153 87%

Percent increase 33% 50%

2 Highway Statistics data include travel by all vehicles on the road, whereas NPTS data from travel day and travel period exclude “commercial driving” done by
cab drivers, truck drivers, delivery persons, and others. 

1The sum of VMT for personal passenger vehicles (automobiles and motor-
cycles) and part of VMT for 2-axle 4-tire trucks as reported in Table VM-
1. Based on data from the 1982 and 1987 Truck Inventory and Use

Surveys, the percentages of travel that pickups were used for personal
transportation are extrapolated at 60.1% in 1983 and 73.3% in 1990.

2Includes travel period trips (75 miles or longer).
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5. Limitations of Data on Transit
The NPTS dataset permits analysis of user
characteristics, such as demographic and
socio-economic characteristics, by various
modes of transportation. These data are
rarely available, especially on a national
level, outside of NPTS. However, the reader
is cautioned that the sample of transit
trips in the 1990 NPTS may not be suffi-
cient to draw specific conclusions regard-
ing transit use, particularly assumptions
regarding policy and funding of transit
programs. The remainder of this section
provides further information on issues
that may contribute to the differences in
transit use between NPTS and the Section
15 reporting system of the Federal Transit
Administration (FTA). 

Transit Trip Data
The NPTS data on transit use are based on
information from 2,872 transit trips on
travel day that were collected in the sur-
vey. The breakout of these trips is:

• 1,909 by bus, 

• 639 by subway or elevated rail,

• 294 by commuter rail, and 

• 30 by streetcar or trolleycar.

Using these 2,872 trips, the NPTS results
differ considerably from data in the
Section 15 reporting system. The reader is
cautioned that differences in the way the
data are generated between NPTS and
Section 15 make direct comparisons diffi-
cult. The Section 15 data are based on
reports submitted by each transit operator
to the FTA as part of the requirements for
receiving Federal funding. Transit opera-
tors generally obtain the Section 15 infor-
mation using a combination of farebox
receipts and on-board surveys. The
Section 15 data do not include demo-
graphic or socio-economic characteristics
of transit users or trip purpose, distance,

travel time or other trip attributes avail-
able from the NPTS. The basic
NPTS/Section 15 comparisons for
unlinked trips in 1990 are:

Unlinked Transit Trips (millions)

NPTS Sec. NPTS
15 as %

of Sec.15

Bus 4,352 4,576 95.1%

Rail/Subway 1,889 2,675 70.6%

Total Transit 6,241 7,250 86.1%

This table uses unlinked transit trips as a
basis of comparison because the Section
15 data are reported as unlinked trips. An
unlinked trip is basically defined as a
boarding. For example, you take a bus and
a subway to work; this is one linked trip
and two unlinked trips ( i.e., the bus
boarding and the subway boarding). In
NPTS, unlinked trips were collected only if
one portion of the trip was on transit.
Thus the NPTS data for modes other than
transit are presented as linked trips. The
data on person trips in Chapters 4 and 6
of this Databook uses the linked trips so
that a comparable trip definition is used
across modes. 

These comparisons show that NPTS data
report 6.24 billion unlinked transit trips,
while Section 15 data report 7.25 billion
unlinked trips, for a difference 1.01 billion
unlinked trips. A likely explanation for this
difference is that travel data collected by
memory recall often result in an under-
count. For example, the vehicle miles of
travel generated from NPTS trip level data
are 13% lower than the comparable vehi-
cle miles estimate based on traffic counts.
(See Section 4 of this Chapter on NPTS
Data Comparability.) 
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This discussion has used the unlinked trip
definition in order to seek comparability
between NPTS and Section 15. However,
the transit data presented in the remain-
der of this Databook are for linked trips.
The following comparison of linked and
unlinked transit trips in NPTS is provided
to show how the two relate:

NPTS Transit Trip Counts (millions) 

Unlinked Linked Ratio 
Unlinked/

Linked

Bus 4,352 3,543 1.23

Rail/Subway 1,889 1,349 1.40

Total Transit 6,241 4,892 1.28

Another issue regarding NPTS transit trips
is that there clearly appears to be confu-
sion on the part of the survey respondents
between commuter rail and subway/ele-
vated rail. Data from the 25 largest urban-
ized areas show that many trips were
coded as commuter rail trips in an area
where there was a subway/elevated rail
system, but no commuter rail, such as
Atlanta or Cleveland. Additionally, in areas
that had both commuter rail and sub-
way/elevated rail, the NPTS data show
considerably more commuter rail trips
than Section 15 and considerably fewer
subway trips. This occurred most notably
in New York, which has a sufficient pro-
portion of the nation’s transit trips to skew
the national totals if subway/elevated rail
trips are misclassified as commuter rail.
Because of this confusion between com-
muter rail and subway, the transit trip
data are categorized as:

Bus - which includes bus & streetcar,
and

Rail/Subway - which includes commuter
rail, subway and elevated rail. 

Trips made by Amtrak are not considered
to be public transit trips and are included
in the “Other Modes” category, rather than
the “Rail/Subway” category.

Coverage of Low-Income Households 
There is concern that the NPTS data col-
lection resulted in an undercount of low-
income households. As a result, there may
have been an undercount of transit use in
NPTS. The reader should be aware of the
differences in the numbers of households
between the NPTS estimates and the 1990
Decennial Census, shown in Table 1.2. 

The income distributions in Table 1.2 indi-
cate that the NPTS may have undersam-
pled very low-income households. The
potential for an undercount of low-income
households cannot be clearly defined
because 28 percent of all households
interviewed for the NPTS refused to report
household income. There is a strong possi-
bility that those who refused to provide
income data were lower income house-
holds, but this cannot be proved. A com-
parison of the household characteristics
did not identify any significant differences
between those that did and those that did
not report income (see Appendix F). 

It should also be noted that when the
weighting factors were developed for the
1990 NPTS, the 1990 Decennial Census
data were not yet available. Thus, the
NPTS sample was expanded using the
Current Population Survey projections.
The sample was expanded based on:
Census Region, household size, MSA sta-
tus, race (Black, nonblack), and ethnicity
(Hispanic, nonhispanic). The sample was
not expanded based on household income. 

Transit Tripmaking by Size of Area
Table 1.3 shows the number of transit
trips by urbanized area population size. A
rather clear trend emerges in that the
largest areas show a smaller ratio of NPTS
to Section 15 trips and the smaller areas
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Table 1.2

Comparison of Number of Households by Household Income, Race, and Ethnicity
NPTS & Census

Household Income 1990 NPTS Weighted(000) 1990 Census (000) NPTS as a % of Census
All Households

Less than $5,000 2,757 5,685 48.5
$5,000-9,999 6,495 8,530 76.1
$10,000-14,999 6,331 8,133 77.8
$15,000-24,999 12,398 16,124 76.9
$25,000-34,999 12,361 14,575 84.8
$35,000-49,999 12,489 16,428 76.0
$50,000 and over 14,754 22,519 65.5

Total 67,585 91,994 73.4

White Households
Less than $5,000 1,785 3,727 47.9
$ 5,000- 9,999 4,851 6,611 73.4
$10,000-14,999 4,843 6,540 74.1
$15,000-24,999 10,020 13,295 75.4
$25,000-34,999 10,180 12,375 82.3
$35,000-49,999 10,730 14,274 75.2
$50,000 and over 13,030 20,086 64.9

Total 55,439 76,908 72.1

Black Households
Less than $5,000 662 1,514 43.7
$ 5,000- 9,999 1,098 1,412 77.8
$10,000-14,999 789 1,090 72.4
$15,000-24,999 1,495 1,878 79.6
$25,000-34,999 1,318 1,408 93.6
$35,000-49,999 951 1,324 71.8
$50,000 and over 909 1,316 69.1
Total 7,222 9,942 72.6

Hispanic Households
Less than $5,000 318 520 61.2
$ 5,000- 9,999 532 653 81.5
$10,000-14,999 637 644 98.9
$15,000-24,999 945 1,205 78.4
$25,000-34,999 633 963 65.7
$35,000-49,999 747 937 79.7
$50,000 and over 569 949 60.0

Total 4,381 5,871 74.6
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Table 1.3

Comparison of Person Trips in NPTS and Section 15
by Urbanized Area Size

Unlinked Trips (000)
Urbanized Area Size 1990 NPTS Section 15 NPTS as a% of Sec. 15

All Trips
Group 11 2,779,125 4,006,132 69.4
Group 22 1,431,043 1,754,642 81.6
Group 33 852,520 1,031,252 82.7
Group 44 788,120 458,185 172.0
Total 5,850,8095 7,250,211 80.7

Bus Trips
Group 11 1,501,340 2,030,054 74.0
Group 22 1,011,716 1,095,421 92.4
Group 33 807,995 991,884 81.5
Group 44 780,721 458,163 170.4
Total 4,101,772 4,575,522 89.6

Rail/Subway Trips
Group 11 1,277,785 1,976,078 64.7
Group 22 419,327 659,221 63.6
Group 33 44,525 39,368 113.1
Group 44 7,399 22 33631.8
Total 1,749,037 2,674,689 65.4

1 Group 1 represents New York, Los Angeles and Chicago.
2 Group 2 represents the next 9 largest urbanized areas - Philadelphia,

Detroit, San Francisco, Washington D.C.,Dallas, Houston, Boston, San
Diego & Atlanta. 

3 Group 3 represents the 21 remaining urbanized areas of 1 million or 
more population.

4 Group 4 represents all urbanized areas with populations between 
200,000 and 1 million.

5 Does not include 390,000 transit trips made by persons residing outside
urbanized areas of 200,000 or more.
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show a larger ratio. It appears that the
NPTS sampling captured less transit trips
in the largest urbanized areas than
Section 15. This would affect not only the
total number of trips, but also the specific
modes used. If fewer trips were reported
by residents of the largest urbanized
areas, the number of subway trips would
be lower relative to Section 15. In fact, this
is where the largest discrepancy occurs
between the two datasets. 

The reader should be aware of another
distinction between Section 15 and NPTS.
In NPTS, the only locational data known
about the respondent is his area of resi-
dence. In analyzing NPTS data, there is no
way of knowing which trips on travel day
were outside of the area of the respon-
dent’s residence. Therefore, all of the
respondent’s travel is attributed to his
place of residence. By contrast, the
Section 15 data are collected at the point
of tripmaking and would reflect the actual
location of the travel. There is no way to
quantify the impact of this difference
between the NPTS and Section 15
datasets.

6. Key NPTS Data Terms
Appendix A of this Databook contains a
full glossary of terms used in this report;
however, a few basic terms and concepts
need to be introduced before data are pre-
sented.

Person Trip is used to describe and quan-
tify travel for all modes of transportation.
The definition of person trip—a trip by one
person in any mode of transportation— is
versatile enough to allow this measure to
be applied to any mode. Unless otherwise
specified, the tables on person trips con-
tain all travel data collected in the NPTS
by all modes (private vehicle, public trans-
portation, walking, bicycle, airplane, etc.).
A person trip is counted regardless of
whether the person is a driver or a passen-
ger. Two people travelling together in one
car are counted as 2 person trips.

Person Miles are the number of miles
travelled by each person on a trip. A 3-
mile vehicle trip made by 2 people travel-
ling together would count as 6 person
miles.

Vehicle Trip is a trip by a single privately
owned vehicle (POV), regardless of the
number of persons in the vehicle. The trip
defined above (two people travelling
together in one vehicle) would be consid-
ered 1 vehicle trip. To be counted as a
vehicle trip in the NPTS reports, a trip
must be made in a POV and the driver
must be a member of a household in the
NPTS sample. The 1969 survey was not
constrained this way and included all
vehicle trips reported by the surveyed
household, even those in which the driver
was not a household member. Although
there are vehicle trips made by modes
other than POV, such as bus and street-
car, these are excluded in the NPTS
because the survey traces individuals’
movements throughout a day, rather than
vehicle movements. The distinction among
person trip, person miles of travel, vehicle
trip and vehicle miles of travel is better
illustrated in Figure 1.1.

Travel Day and Travel Period sections
refer to two sections of the NPTS question-
naire designed to complement each other.
In the travel day section, the respondent is
asked to report all trips of any length by
any mode of travel during a 24-hour peri-
od. This reporting provides data on the
types of trips made on a daily basis, such
as trips to work, to stores, running
errands, and visiting friends. Because
most people make out-of-town trips less
frequently, respondents are asked to
report any long trips (defined as 75 miles
or more one way) for a 2-week period. This
is known as the travel period and includes
the travel day as well as the preceding 13
days (Figure 1.2).

Chapter 2 contains a more complete
description of travel day and travel period
data and presents the estimates of travel
generated from each. The purpose of this
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discussion is to alert the reader that the
great majority of tables in this Databook
are based on travel day data only. Thus,
the longer trips are not fully represented in
those tables. See Chapter 2, “Estimates of
Travel”, for more information on combined
estimates from travel day and travel period
data, and Chapter 8, “Characteristics of
Longer Trips”, for more information on
travel period trips. 

Commercial Driving. The focus of the
NPTS is to obtain a profile of personal trav-
el as opposed to commercial travel. For
NPTS purposes, personal travel is defined
as travel made for all purposes except 

• driving a commercial vehicle, such as a
bus, airplane, or train;

• driving a car or truck when delivering
goods or passengers for hire; 

• working at a job that involves too much
driving to report on a trip-by-trip basis
(e.g., a police officer on patrol duty). 

These types of driving are considered “com-
mercial driving” in the NPTS and are not
included in travel day or travel period esti-
mates because a significant burden would
have been placed on the respondent to
report detailed information on each such
trip. Instead, respondents were asked to
provide separate estimates of the number
of miles driven in a typical day and the
number of days per week that commercial
driving was done. NPTS data on commer-
cial driving are in Chapter 9. Because com-
mercial driving is not included in travel
day or travel period sections, there are
consistent differences between NPTS data
from travel day and travel period sections
and data from other sources, particularly
traffic count data. 

The reader should note that it is beyond
the scope of the NPTS project to obtain a
fully representative sample of commercial
drivers and/or commercial driving. It is
highly likely that the estimate of commer-
cial driving in the NPTS is underestimated.

Figure 1.1

Distinction Between
Person Trip, Person Miles of Travel,

Vehicle Trip, and Vehicle Miles of Travel

3 Miles

Figure 1.2

Distinction Between
Travel Day and Travel Period

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9 10 11 12 13 14

15 16 17 18 19 20 21

22 23 24 25 26 27 28

29 30 31

2 Person Trips
6 Person Miles
1 Vehicle Trip
3 Vehicle Miles
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Estimates of Total Travel. Chapter 2
includes an estimate of total travel from all
three sections combined — travel day,
travel period, and commercial driving sec-
tions. When data from all three sources
are combined, travel day trips account for
66 percent of total VMT; travel period trips
for 18 percent; and commercial travel for
16 percent. As discussed in Chapter 2,
combining data from travel day with data
from travel period is not straightforward
and one should not add the number of
trips reported in the travel day section to
those reported in the travel period section,
as the definition of a “trip” was not the
same in the two sections. 

7. Data Considerations
Data considerations in comparing 1983
data and earlier survey data are carefully
described in the 1983 report series.
Nevertheless, to maintain the self-contained
nature of this report, pertinent data consid-
erations are repeated here. Also included
are data considerations regarding the 1990
survey that users of this publication are
advised to bear in mind when using or com-
paring data from different NPTS surveys

Workers

“Workers” in this survey series include
part-time workers. For consistency, 1977
data have been revised to include part-
time workers, and therefore differ from
those reported in the 1977 report series.

Number of drivers per household
A total of 22,317 households completed
interviews in 1990. However,

• In 101 households with more than one
member, only one household member
was interviewed.

• In 6,983 households, not all members
were interviewed.

• In 3,479 households, not all adult
members were interviewed.

The impact of not interviewing all house-
hold members is that not all licensed dri-
vers were enumerated in the survey; thus,
the number of licensed drivers on a per
household basis is misleading and is not
reported in this publication. However,
weighting factors at the individual level
were developed to take this nonresponse
into account; thus, the statistics on the
total number of licensed drivers are valid. 

Number of persons 
by household composition
In this publication, the number of one-
person households does not equal the
total number of persons in one-person
households because different weighting
schemes were used to develop the weight-
ing factors at the household level and at
the person level.

Income
Historically, income information was col-
lected by income categories, and these cat-
egories varied from one survey to the next.
To group income categories into consistent
categories between surveys and to accu-
rately reflect inflation, a mathematical pro-
cedure was developed to aggregate income
categories and compare 1983 and 1990
data by income category. This procedure is
described in Appendix E.

Work trips
Questions on the journey to work were
asked in two different sections of the 1990
questionnaire. In one section the respon-
dent was asked about the typical or usual
trip to work during the week preceding the
interview. In that section, only information
on the modes that were usually used for
work trips and the mode used for the
longest distance were identified. In travel
day section, more information was collect-
ed on work trips that actually occurred
during the designated sampled day (travel
day), such as trip duration, trip length,
and travel modes used. The statistics on
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work trips in this report were primarily
based on data in the travel day section.
Any tabulations from the usual work trip
section are so identified.

Segmented trips
Certain trips reported in the travel day sec-
tion were given “segmented” treatment
(broken into components) to get improved
data on transit use. A trip was segmented
when more than one mode was used on
that trip and one of the modes was public
transit (bus, subway, elevated rail, com-
muter train, or streetcar). A trip was also
segmented when there was a transfer on
the same public transit mode (e.g., bus to
bus). When a trip was given segmented
treatment, certain data, such as mode and
travel time, were collected for each seg-
ment. For a complete discussion of seg-
mented trips, see the material preceding
Table 4.29 in Chapter 4. 

Trip purpose
The 1977 survey collected much more
detail than the other surveys on trip pur-
pose - 21 purposes in 1977 compared with
11 in other surveys. For trip purposes that
are not easily coded—such as the return
home portion of a trip that had several
purposes—a procedure was developed to
classify those trips based on the purposes
of trips that immediately preceded them.

Vehicle age
Vehicle age in this publication is calculat-
ed as the difference between the model
year and the survey year. For example, if
the model year of a vehicle is 1986, this
vehicle was 4 years old for the 1990 sur-
vey. If the difference between the model
year of a vehicle and the survey year was
less than zero, the vehicle age was catego-
rized as “1 year old or younger.” All earlier
data related to vehicle age were revised by
this approach and therefore may not agree
with data published earlier.

Accident experience
Information on accident experience was
collected only for the most recent highway
crash that resulted in property damage or
personal injury; thus, accident data
reported in the 1990 NPTS do not reflect
all highway crashes. Chapter 10 contains
the accident data collected as part of the
NPTS interview.

8. Report Organization
The primary purpose of this Databook is
to serve as a statistical compendium of the
1990 NPTS.

In Chapter 2, different approaches to esti-
mate annual travel data from the 1990
NPTS are discussed. For example, one can
estimate the average annual miles driven
per driver by “annualizing” the total num-
ber of miles driven on the travel days or by
using the self-reported estimate on the
total number of miles driven (this informa-
tion was asked at the person section of the
questionnaire). Chapter 2 outlines justifi-
cations for and comparisons of these dif-
ferent approaches. 

Chapter 3 contains demographic charac-
teristics and household vehicle ownership
patterns that shape travel activities at the
individual and the household level. The
remainder of the Databook consists of the
following:

• Chapter 4 discusses data on person
trips and travel.

• Chapter 5 includes analysis of vehicle
travel, in terms of the number of vehi-
cle trips and VMT.

• Chapter 6 presents data on journey-to-
work and work-related trips.

• Chapter 7 reports on ride-sharing and
vehicle occupancy distributions.

• Chapter 8 reports characteristics of
trips at least 75 miles long that
occurred during the travel period.
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