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ABSTRACT 
While many factors influence a community’s livability, affordable transportation options such as 
transit services can be an important contributor. Availability and frequency of transit services 
vary greatly among metro and non-metro areas, thereby affecting the access to affordable 
transportation options. This study was Phase 3 of the three-phase livability study in researching 
the nexus of transit and livability in U.S. communities. The objective of the study was to 
conduct a National Community Livability Survey (NCLS) in both urban and rural communities in 
the United States and analyze the role of transportation and public transit toward quality of life.  

The NCLS survey was distributed to 25,000 adults across all 50 U.S. states. The survey yielded a 
total of 994 high-quality responses, including 152 from transit riders who completed the transit 
rider survey questions. Survey results suggest that improving livability factors, such as 
affordable jobs, affordable housing, low crime, and affordable transportation options in metro 
communities, can improve the livability of metro residents. Similarly, improving livability 
factors, such as available jobs, affordable housing, quality healthcare, affordable transportation 
options, and overall cost of living, can improve the livability of non-metro communities. 
Further, when compared with metro communities, non-metro communities have a greater 
need to improve the identified livability factors, as there is a large need for improvement.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 
Community quality of life and livability are synonymous terms used to describe the degree to 
which communities contribute to an individual’s overall quality of life. While many factors 
influence a community’s livability, affordable transportation options, such as transit services, 
can be an important contributor in both large and small communities. Although the quality of 
transit service is greater in urban communities, with more days and hours of service, public 
transit in rural areas provides critical lifeline services to transit-dependent people by connecting 
them to health care services, educational institutions, employment, and other important 
activities. Public transit services can be very important for improving the quality of life of 
transit-dependent populations in both metro and non-metro areas.  

This study is the final phase of the three-phase livability study in researching the nexus of 
transit and livability in U.S. communities. Phase 1 and Phase 2 focused on studying the nexus of 
transit and livability in rural communities by conducting case studies of six rural communities, 
including West Columbia, TX; Bath, ME; Hannibal, MO; Woodburn, OR; Dickinson, ND; and 
Valley City, ND (Figure 1.1) (Brooks, Edrington, Sharma, Vasishth, & Cherrington, 2014) (Brooks, 
Sharma, Pappas, & Cherrington, 2015) (Godavarthy & Mattson, 2016). For each of the six rural 
case study communities, resident surveys, transit rider’s surveys, and stakeholder interviews 
were conducted to investigate the community’s perspective of livability, the importance of 
various factors contributing to the rural community’s livability and quality of life, and transit’s 
importance to livability. The Small Urban and Rural Transit Center at North Dakota State 
University collaborated with the Texas Transportation Institute in Phase 2 and Phase 3 of the 
transit livability studies (Brooks, Sharma, Pappas, & Cherrington, 2015) (Godavarthy & Mattson, 
2016).  

 

Figure 1.1  Rural Case Study Communities Studies in Phase 1 and Phase 2 
Source: Forthcoming report: “National Community Livability Survey: Methodology, Summary, Data,” 
Jonathan Brooks et al., 2018 
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The major objective of Phase 3 of the livability study was to conduct a National Community 
Livability Survey (NCLS) in both metro urban and non-metro rural communities in the United 
States and analyze the role of transportation and public transit toward quality of life. Further 
responses from metro areas will be compared with non-metro areas to understand any 
similarities or differences in how transportation and public transit plays a role in the livability 
and quality of life of respective community residents.  
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2. SURVEY METHODOLOGY 
 
The National Community Livability Survey (NCLS) was conducted from April 20, 2017, to 
December 9, 2017. The research team contacted 25,000 adults from all 50 U.S. states. The 
survey was split into two stratified waves of outreach: 14,000 potential participants were 
contacted in stage one, and an additional 11,000 potential participants were contacted in stage 
two.  NCLS was a stratified random sample survey to ensure that the survey distribution was 
proportional to U.S. adult non-institutionalized population (Brooks et al., forthcoming). The 
research team stratified the NCLS random survey outreach by four U.S. regions and nine census 
divisions (Figure 2.1). The random survey was further stratified by sex and age to ensure 
research participants were proportional to the adult population in each area (Brooks et al., 
forthcoming).  

 

 

Figure 2.1  Four U.S. Regions and Nine Census Divisions. 
Source: Forthcoming report: National Community Livability Survey: Methodology, Summary, Data, 
Jonathan Brooks et al., 2018 

Further, the research team stratified NCLS outreach by the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA): Economic Research Service (ERS) Rural-Urban Continuum Code (RUCC) to ensure 
random sampling would reach an equal number of adults living in each of the nine 
classifications (Figure 2.2). USDA ERS classifies each county as one of nine RUCC codes based on 
the population and adjacency to other counties (Table 2.1). In this study, communities with 
RUCC codes 1, 2, and 3 are considered metro areas and communities; RUCC codes 4-9 are 
considered non-metro areas for comparison purposes. While 85% of the U.S. population is 
located in communities with RUCC codes 1, 2, and 3 (metro areas) (see Table 2.2 for population 
distribution according to U.S. regions and RUCC code), the research team contacted roughly an 
equal number of adults in each of the nine RUCC classifications, which meant rural communities 
were over-sampled to ensure a comparable sample size of returned survey responses.  
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Figure 2.2  County Rural-Urban Continuum Code 2013, USDA ERS. 
Source: Forthcoming report: National Community Livability Survey: Methodology, Summary, Data, 
Jonathan Brooks et al., 2018 

Table 2.1  Rural-Urban Continuum Codes 
Code Description 

1 Counties in metro areas of 1 million population or more 
2 Counties in metro areas of 250,000 to 1 million population 
3 Counties in metro areas of fewer than 250,000 population 
4 Urban population of 20,000 or more, adjacent to a metro area 
5 Urban population of 20,000 or more, not adjacent to a metro area 
6 Urban population of 2,500 to 19,999, adjacent to a metro area 
7 Urban population of 2,500 to 19,999, not adjacent to a metro area 
8 Completely rural or less than 2,500 urban population, adjacent to a metro area 
9 Completely rural or less than 2,500 urban population, not adjacent to a metro area 

 

Table 2.2  U.S. Adult Population Distribution by U.S. Regions and Rural-Urban Continuum Code 

 
Source: Forthcoming report: National Community Livability Survey: Methodology, Summary, Data, 
Jonathan Brooks et al., 2018 

  

Region 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 TOTAL 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 TOTAL
Northeast 29.3 8.6 2.3 1.9 0.14 0.93 0.58 0.08 0.05 43.8 12.1% 3.5% 0.9% 0.8% 0.1% 0.4% 0.2% 0.03% 0.02% 18%
Midwest 24.1 9.3 6.5 3.4 1.1 3.8 2.1 0.56 0.88 51.7 10.0% 3.8% 2.7% 1.4% 0.5% 1.6% 0.9% 0.2% 0.4% 21%
South 45.1 21.4 8.8 3.8 1.3 5.8 2.6 1.0 0.84 90.5 18.6% 8.8% 3.6% 1.6% 0.5% 2.4% 1.1% 0.4% 0.3% 37%
West 34.9 12.0 4.5 1.4 1.3 0.89 1.1 0.12 0.26 56.5 14.4% 5.0% 1.9% 0.6% 0.5% 0.4% 0.5% 0.05% 0.1% 23%
TOTAL 133.3 51.3 22.1 10.5 3.8 11.4 6.4 1.8 2.0 242.6 55% 21% 9% 4% 2% 5% 3% 1% 1% 100%

U.S. Adult Population in Millions (Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey Estimates)
USDA 2013 County Rural Urban Continuum Code USDA 2013 County Rural Urban Continuum Code
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The NCLS survey instrument was designed with 55 questions that focused on general 
community livability; local community livability; community characteristics; transportation; 
public transit awareness, availability, and interest; walkability; funding support for public 
transit, technology, and future transportation; socio-demographic characteristics; and follow-
up questions for respondents who are transit riders. The research team purchased contact 
details from a leading domestic address vendor, which included information such as physical 
mailing address, e-mail, sex (male/female), and estimated age. Physical address was the only 
parameter used for random sampling purposes.  

Potential survey respondents were initially contacted via mail using a 4” x 6” postcard (Figure 
2.3) that invited participants to take the online survey, which was available in five languages: 
English, Spanish, Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese. Later, an e-mail invitation was sent to 
participants with an available e-mail address. Finally, each participant was sent a physical 
mailer, which included an invitation letter, survey form, and business-reply-mail envelope. The 
physical survey was available in both English and Spanish. Survey participants were offered an 
incentive of a $3 Amazon gift card for their returned survey response. Appendix A contains 
copies of English and Spanish versions of the survey instrument and other outreach materials 
used in the study.   

 
Figure 2.3  NCLS Postcard Front 
Source: Forthcoming report: National Community Livability 
Survey: Methodology, Summary, Data, Jonathan Brooks et al., 2018 

Among the total 25,000 surveys distributed, a total of 994 high-quality responses were received 
(Brooks et al., forthcoming). Survey responses were roughly in proportion with the sample 
stratification designed in outreach efforts, and the responses were nearly equally 
geographically distributed and between the RUCC codes. Table 2.3 illustrates how survey 
responses compare with region and RUCCs. However, NCLS was strategically sampled to 
achieve roughly equal participation in each of the nine county types (Brooks et al., 
forthcoming). 
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Table 2.3  NCLS Participation Summary Table 

 
Source: Forthcoming report: National Community Livability Survey: Methodology, 
Summary, Data, Jonathan Brooks et al., 2018 
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3. SURVEY ANALYSIS 
 
Among the 55 questions included in the NCLS survey instrument, the first 30 were aimed 
toward asking residents about community livability, community characteristics, transportation, 
public transit awareness/availability/interest, walkability, funding support for public transit, 
technology, and future transportation. Fifteen questions were aimed at gathering survey 
respondent’s socio-demographic characteristics. One open-ended question gave respondents 
the opportunity to provide additional comments about community livability and public transit. 
The last nine questions of the survey were included as follow-up questions for potential survey 
participants who are transit users. The survey analysis and results were categorized as resident 
survey results and transit rider survey results. The total number of 994 NCLS survey responses 
were considered as resident survey responses. Among 994 responses, 152 respondents who 
were transit riders completed the follow-up transit rider survey questionnaire; therefore, the 
152 completed transit rider survey responses were used to analyze national transit rider survey 
results.  

A survey analysis for the 994 NCLS responses will also be categorized and analyzed as responses 
and results for metro areas (survey responses associated with RUCC codes 1, 2, and 3), non-
metro areas (RUCC codes 4-9), and, when appropriate, an overall summary combining both 
metro and non-metro areas. Among the 994 NCLS responses, 417 (42%) responses are from 
metro areas, and 577 (58%) responses are from non-metro areas.  

Objectives of the study analysis include synthesizing various NCLS survey responses categorized 
as metro or non-metro respondents. Further, NCLS survey respondents who also completed the 
follow-up transit rider survey will be analyzed for transit rider survey responses. 
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4. RESIDENT SURVEY SUMMARY 
 

4.1  Respondents Socio-Demographic Characteristics 

 
Among the 994 respondents, 58.8% are female and 41.2% are male. Non-metro areas had a 
slightly higher percentage of female respondents (60% female, 40% male) compared with 
metro areas (57.1% female, 42.9% male). The highest percentage of respondents in both metro 
and non-metro areas are 55 to 64 years old, followed by 64 to 74 years old, and 45 to 54 years 
old. Refer to Figure 4.1 for percentage of respondents by age distribution for metro and non-
metro areas. Close to half of the respondents in metro and non-metro areas lived in a two-
person household (Figure 4.2). Most of the respondents in both metro and non-metro areas are 
white, although comparatively more white respondents were observed in non-metro areas 
(Figure 4.3).  
 

 
Figure 4.1 Percentage of respondents by age distribution for metro and non-metro areas 

18 to 24 25 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64 65 to 74 75 to 84 85 or
older

Metro Residents 1.2% 7.4% 10.6% 18.7% 25.4% 24.0% 9.8% 2.9%
Non-Metro Residents 0.7% 7.3% 9.2% 12.8% 29.6% 23.9% 11.8% 4.2%
Overall 0.9% 7.3% 9.8% 15.3% 27.9% 23.9% 11.0% 3.6%
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Figure 4.2 Including yourself, how many people live in your household? 

 
Figure 4.3 Percentage of respondents by race 

About half of the residents responding from metro and non-metro areas lived in their 
communities for more than 20 years, although more non-metro residents were observed to be 
living in their communities for more than 20 years (Table 4.1).  
  

1 2 3 4 5
Metro Residents 27.8% 41.7% 11.8% 12.2% 3.4%
Non-Metro Residents 24.6% 48.5% 11.4% 9.7% 2.1%
Overall 26.0% 45.7% 11.6% 10.8% 2.6%
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Metro Residents 86.3% 5.0% 1.7% 0.7% 2.9% 4.6%
Non-Metro Residents 92.5% 4.0% 2.3% 0.0% 0.0% 3.1%
Overall 89.9% 4.4% 2.0% 0.3% 1.2% 3.7%
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Table 4.1 How long have you lived in the community where you live? 

 

Most of the metro residents (95.9%) and non-metro residents (95.5%) have a driver’s license. 
The largest share of the respondents (37.2% of metro residents and 40.6% of non-metro 
residents) mentioned they have two working vehicles (cars, trucks, or motorcycles) in their 
household (Figure 4.4). Most of the respondents are either employed full time or retired (Figure 
4.5). Annual income of respondents is fairly evenly distributed (Figure 4.6). The rate of mobility 
impairment was greater in non-metro areas, as 19.8% of non-metro respondents and 11.5% of 
metro respondents reported they have difficulty walking or climbing stairs. The use of a 
wheelchair or other mobility assistive devices to travel outside their residence was reported by 
4.6% of metro respondents and 6.2% of non-metro respondents. In general, most of the 
respondents from metro (72.2%) and non-metro (68.1%) communities mentioned that their 
overall health is good (Table 4.2). 
 

 
Figure 4.4 How many working vehicles (cars, trucks, and motorcycles) are available 

in your household? 

Less than 
1 year

1 to 5 
years

6 to 10 
years

11 to 20 
years

More 
than 20 
years

Metro Residents 3.4% 13.4% 9.4% 22.3% 50.6%
Non-Metro Residents 1.4% 13.3% 12.0% 16.3% 56.7%
Overall 2.2% 13.4% 10.9% 18.8% 54.1%

0 1 2 3 or more
Metro Residents 4.1% 31.7% 37.2% 26.6%
Non-Metro Residents 3.3% 24.4% 40.6% 30.7%
Overall 3.6% 27.5% 39.1% 29.0%
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Figure 4.5 Which of the following best describes your current employment status? 

 

 
Figure 4.6 What is the combined annual income for all people living in your household? 

 
 
 
 
 

Employed
full-time

Employed
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Unable to
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to a
disability
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for work

Other

Metro Residents 41.2% 11.8% 2.4% 4.1% 36.2% 5.8% 1.9% 3.4%
Non-Metro Residents 35.0% 12.1% 0.7% 5.7% 40.6% 8.3% 1.6% 2.8%
Overall 37.6% 12.0% 1.4% 5.0% 38.7% 7.2% 1.7% 3.0%
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Table 4.2 In general, how would you rate your overall health? 

 

 
4.2  Factors Affecting Livability 

The survey listed a number of potential livability factors and asked respondents to rate the 
importance of each factor to the livability of any community. Respondents had to rate each 
factor as: 1 = not important, 2 = slightly important, 3 = moderately important, 4 = important, 
and 5 = very important. Average responses are shown in Table 4.3. Available jobs, quality 
healthcare, quality public schools, low crime, affordable housing, overall cost of living, and 
clean environment are considered by both metro and non-metro residents as factors that are 
very important (>4) for community livability.  

The top five factors identified as affecting community livability for both metro and non-metro 
residents are available jobs, quality healthcare, quality public schools, low crime, and affordable 
housing. While each livability factor had almost the same level of importance among metro and 
non-metro residents, affordable transportation options, cultural institutions, parks and 
recreation facilities, shopping and entertainment options, and quality healthcare are factors 
that are determined to be more important to metro residents when compared with non-metro 
residents. Similarly, sense of community, overall cost of living, and available jobs are 
determined to be more important to non-metro residents when compared with metro 
residents.  
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Table 4.3  Factors affecting community livability and their level of importance 

  

Metro 
Residents 

Non-
Metro 

Residents 
Overall 

Available jobs 4.5 4.6 4.5 
Affordable transportation 
options 4.0 3.7 3.8 

Cultural institutions 3.5 3.2 3.4 
Quality healthcare 4.6 4.5 4.6 
Affordable housing 4.4 4.4 4.4 
Quality public schools 4.5 4.5 4.5 
Overall cost of living 4.3 4.4 4.4 
Shopping and entertainment 
options 3.6 3.5 3.5 

Parks and recreation facilities 3.8 3.6 3.7 
Weather 3.5 3.5 3.5 
Clean environment 4.3 4.3 4.3 
Low crime 4.5 4.5 4.5 
Sense of community 3.8 3.9 3.9 
Traffic safety 4.0 4.0 4.0 

Note: Scale: 1 = not important, 2 = slightly important, 3 = moderately important, 
4 = important, and 5 = very important. 
 

4.3  Importance of Various Aspects of Transportation to Community 
 Livability 

Again, thinking of any community in America, respondents were asked to indicate the level of 
importance of various aspects of transportation, including public transit services, bikeability, 
low traffic congestion, walkability/accessibility, and roads in good condition. Level of 
importance is numerically assigned 1-5 for not important, slightly important, moderately 
important, important, and very important for analysis purposes.  

Results for the level of importance of each aspect of transportation to community livability are 
summarized in Table 4.4 for metro and non-metro areas. Having roads in good condition was 
summarized as a very important (average importance numeric >4) aspect of transportation to 
community livability by both metro and non-metro residents, followed by low traffic 
congestion, which was summarized to be important. In metro areas, apart from low traffic 
congestion, walkability/accessibility was also observed as the second most important aspect of 
transportation to community livability. It is also interesting to observe that when compared 
with non-metro areas, having public transit services in metro areas was considered more 
important to community livability, which could be because a greater percentage of metro 
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residents have accessible public transit options and tend to use them more often. However, 
public transit services are still observed to be important for non-metro residents.  

Table 4.4  Various aspects of transportation and their importance 

  

Metro 
Residents 

Non-
Metro 

Residents 
Overall 

Public transit services 3.6 3.2 3.4 
Bikeability 3.1 2.9 3.0 
Low traffic congestion 3.7 3.7 3.7 
Walkability / 
accessibility 3.7 3.5 3.6 

Roads in good 
condition 4.2 4.3 4.3 

Note: Scale: 1 = not important, 2 = slightly important, 
3 = moderately important, 4 = important, and 5 = very important. 
 
4.4  Satisfaction with the Quality of Life in the Community 

In general, residents from metro and non-metro areas seemed satisfied with the quality of life 
in the community they currently live in (Table 4.5). About 80% of the metro respondents and 
about 72% of non-metro respondents said they are either very satisfied or satisfied with the 
quality of life in their respective communities.  

Table 4.5 Satisfaction with the quality of life in the community 

  

Metro 
Residents 

Non-
Metro 

Residents 
Overall 

Very dissatisfied 1.4% 2.8% 2.2% 
Dissatisfied 6.8% 9.6% 8.4% 
Neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied 10.9% 15.3% 13.4% 
Satisfied 51.2% 44.9% 47.5% 
Very satisfied 29.7% 27.5% 28.4% 

 

4.5  Quality of Each Livability Factor in Your Community 

Respondents were asked to rate the quality of each livability factor in the community they are 
currently living in as very poor = 1, poor = 2, acceptable = 3, good = 4, or very good = 5.  

Average ratings are shown in Table 4.6. None of the livability factors in either metro or non-
metro areas have an average score above 4. However, the top-rated livability factors were 
rated good on average. In metro areas, the five factors with the highest ratings are quality 
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healthcare, parks and recreation facilities, clean environment, quality public schools, and 
weather. The five factors with the highest ratings in non-metro areas are clean environment, 
traffic safety, low crime, sense of community, and quality public schools.  

Table 4.6 Current quality of livability factors in your community 

  

Metro 
Residents 

Non-
Metro 

Residents 
Overall 

Available jobs 3.2 2.7 2.9 
Affordable transportation options 3.0 2.5 2.7 
Cultural institutions 3.2 2.8 2.9 
Quality healthcare 3.8 3.3 3.5 
Affordable housing 3.2 3.1 3.1 
Quality public schools 3.6 3.5 3.6 
Overall cost of living 3.4 3.3 3.3 
Shopping and entertainment options 3.3 2.5 2.9 
Parks and recreation facilities 3.7 3.4 3.5 
Weather 3.6 3.5 3.6 
Clean environment 3.7 3.8 3.7 
Low crime 3.5 3.7 3.6 
Sense of community 3.5 3.6 3.6 
Traffic Safety 3.5 3.8 3.6 

Note: Scale: 1 = very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = acceptable, 4 = good, and 5 = very good. 

The quality of livability factors of the current community were mapped with importance of 
livability factors to identify the gaps that would help identify which factors were perceived to 
be important but are not in good quality in their current communities. Livability factors with 
larger gaps between importance and quality are identified as factors needing improvement to 
enhance livability for the respective communities.  

Figure 4.7 illustrates mapping of livability factors’ quality scale with livability factors’ 
importance scale for metro areas. Apart from weather, no other livability factor quality reached 
the importance standards defined by metro residents for a general community. Further, 
livability factors, such as available jobs, affordable housing, low crime, and affordable 
transportation options, have a huge gap in their current communities when compared with 
optimal importance standards in a general community.  

Similarly, Figure 4.8 illustrates mapping of livability factors’ quality scale with livability factors’ 
importance scale for non-metro areas. Again, apart from weather, no other livability factor 
quality in current communities reached the importance standards defined by the non-metro 
residents for a general community. Livability factors, such as available jobs, affordable housing, 
quality healthcare, affordable transportation options, and overall cost of living, have a huge gap 
in their current communities when compared with optimal importance standards in a general 
community. Improving these livability factors in non-metro communities can improve the 
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livability of non-metro residents. While metro communities have gaps, the gaps identified for 
non-metro communities are much higher, meaning there is a greater need to improve these 
livability factors in non-metro areas compared with metro areas.  

 
Figure 4.7 Metro Areas: Importance of livability factors in a general community vs. quality of 

livability factors in the current community 
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Figure 4.8 Non-metro Areas: Importance of livability factors in a general community vs. quality 

of livability factors in the current community 

Figure 4.9 illustrates the gap (difference in numeric averages) and gap magnitude of various 
livability factors. Therefore, it can be summarized from these findings that increasing available 
jobs and affordable housing and transportation options and reducing crime in metro 
communities can improve the livability of metro residents. In non-metro areas, livability can be 
improved the most by the greater availability of jobs, affordable housing, quality healthcare, 
and affordable transportation options. 
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Figure 4.9 Gap between livability factors’ importance in general community and quality in 

current communities 

4.6  Quality of Each Aspect of Transportation in Your Community 

Respondents were asked to rate the quality of different transportation aspects in the 
community where they are currently living using the same scale: 1 = very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = 
acceptable, 4 = good, and 5 = very good.  

Average scores are shown Table 4.7. None of the average scores are above 4. The top three 
aspects of transportation rated as being of better quality are low traffic congestion, 
walkability/accessibility, and bikeability in metro areas, and low traffic congestion, 
walkability/accessibility, and road conditions in non-metro areas. Note that metro residents 
gave similar average scores to each of the five transportation aspects considered, while average 
scores by non-metro residents varied more widely. While both metro and non-metro residents 
gave high scores for low congestion, the average rating was significantly higher for non-metro 
residents. Similarly, while both metro and non-metro residents gave lower scores for public 
transit services, the average rating was much lower for non-metro residents. 
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Table 4.7 Quality of each aspect of transportation in your community currently 

  

Metro 
Residents 

Non-Metro 
Residents Overall 

Public transit services 2.8 2.2 2.5 
Bikeability 3.1 2.9 3.0 
Low traffic congestion 3.2 3.7 3.5 
Walkability / accessibility 3.2 3.2 3.2 
Roads in good condition 3.0 3.0 3.0 

 
The quality of various transportation aspects (1 = very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = acceptable, 4 = good, 
and 5 = very good) of the current community were mapped with importance of transportation 
aspects (1 = not important, 2 = slightly important, 3 = moderately important, 4 = important, and 
5 = very important) to identify gaps between importance and quality, as shown Figure 4.10. For 
metro communities, the gaps are greatest for road conditions, public transit services, traffic 
congestion, and walkability/accessibility. Similarly, for non-metro communities, gaps are 
greatest for road conditions, public transit services, and walkability/accessibility. Improving 
these aspects can improve the state of transportation and community livability. 
 

 
Figure 4.10 Gap between various transportation aspects’ importance in general community and 

quality in current communities 
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4.7  Type of Streets Residents are Living On  

About 80% of non-metro residents lived either on a rural street or in open country (Table 4.8). 
In metro areas, a majority of the residents lived on a suburban street, followed by a rural street, 
in open country, and on a general urban street (Table 4.8).  

Table 4.8 Which of the following most closely describes the kind of 

  

Metro 
Residents 

Non-Metro 
Residents Overall 

Urban core street 1.0% 0.7% 0.8% 
Urban center street 3.9% 1.4% 2.4% 
General urban street 11.9% 3.5% 7.0% 
Suburban street 45.2% 15.9% 28.2% 
Rural street 25.7% 42.5% 35.5% 
Open country 12.4% 36.0% 26.1% 

 
4.8  Phrase That Best Describes Your Community in Terms of 
 Geographic Size 

When asked how they define their community, the largest share of residents in metro and non-
metro areas define their city as their community (Table 4.9). However, when compared with 
metro areas, a significantly higher percentage of non-metro residents have a broader 
perspective about their community by thinking of their county and the entire region as their 
community; this finding falls in compliance with sense of community, which is observed as one 
of the top five livability factors identified in non-metro areas (Section 4.4, and Table 4.6).  

Table 4.9 What phrase best describes the way you define your community in terms of 
geographic size? 

  

Metro 
Residents 

Non-
Metro 

Residents 
Overall 

My community is a part of my local 
neighborhood 16.8% 11.6% 13.8% 
My community is my whole local 
neighborhood 17.3% 11.1% 13.7% 
My community is my city 29.5% 27.0% 28.1% 
 My community is my county 13.7% 22.7% 18.9% 
My community is all of the region I live in 18.7% 21.3% 20.2% 
Other  2.6% 4.7% 3.8% 
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4.9 I Can Easily Travel to Places I Need to Go in My Community 
 Using My Current Travel Options 

A majority (more than 80%) of respondents from both metro and non-metro areas either agree 
or strongly agree that they can easily travel to places they need to go in their respective 
communities using their current travel options (Table 4.10). While a very small percentage of 
respondents disagree or strongly disagree with the above statement, these percentages are 
comparatively higher for non-metro residents compared with metro residents, suggesting there 
are some non-metro residents who have mobility challenges traveling to places using current  
travel options. In general, transportation options in rural non-metro communities are limited; 
therefore, there is a need to provide more transportation options. 
 
Table 4.10 How much do you agree or disagree with the following 

statement? “I can easily travel to places I need to go in 
my community using my current travel options.” 

  

Metro 
Residents 

Non-Metro 
Residents Overall 

Strongly disagree 1.9% 4.0% 3.1% 
Disagree 2.9% 3.5% 3.2% 
Neutral 8.4% 7.5% 7.8% 
Agree 43.4% 43.7% 43.6% 
Strongly agree 39.6% 38.5% 38.9% 

 
4.10  How Many Days Do You Use Each Mode in a Typical Week? 

Respondents were asked how often they use various modes of transportation in a typical week. 
Responses by metro and non-metro residents were more or less the same, with a majority of 
respondents mentioning “drive myself” as their travel mode for five or more days (Table 4.11). 
Walking was found to be the next most used mode choice, followed by personal bicycling, 
although the percentages of respondents for these mode choices are much smaller when 
compared with the “drive myself” option. Further, comparatively more metro respondents 
preferred diverse modes of transportation choices, such as bike share, carpool, ride-sourcing, 
and car sharing. One most probable explanation for diverse transportation choice options 
among metro residents could be the availability of diverse transportation choices. This 
statement is also evident from the fact that comparatively more non-metro respondents 
mentioned “not applicable” as an option for these diverse transportation mode choices.  

When compared with non-metro areas, a higher percentage of metro respondents use public 
transit for any number of days in a week. Lower public transit ridership among non-metro 
respondents could be because the coverage and service frequency of transit may be 
comparatively lower than in metro areas. This is also evident from the fact that almost 45% of 
non-metro respondents mentioned “not applicable” as their response for public transit mode 
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choice, which could either mean they do not have an operational transit service or they were 
not aware of an operational transit service. Refer to Table 4.11 for a detailed summary of 
transportation mode choices and frequency of usage for metro and non-metro residents.  

Table 4.11 How many days do you use each mode in a typical week? 

 
Note: NA: Not Available or Not Applicable  
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4.11  Public Transit  

When asked about the availability of public transit to the residents of their community, 68.3% 
of metro respondents and 43.5% of non-metro respondents mentioned that public transit is 
available (Figure 4.11). According to resident respondents, availability of public transit is 
comparatively less in non-metro communities. It is also interesting to find that only a small 
percentage of respondents in both metro and non-metro areas are unaware of public transit 
availability in their community. Metro respondents were found to use public transit three times 
more than non-metro respondents; further, a comparatively higher percentage of metro 
respondents knew someone else who has used public transit (Figure 4.11).  

Respondents who do not have transit in their community were asked if they would use it if it 
were available. Interestingly, a significantly higher percentage of non-metro residents who lack 
transit said they would be likely to use it, as compared with metro-residents who lack access. 
This observation could explain that less public transit usage in non-metro areas could be 
attributed to lack of proper transit services and facilities in rural non-metro areas.  

According to community respondents, local bus transit service is the most available transit 
service in both metro and non-metro communities, followed by paratransit service (Figure 
4.11). However, it must be noted that availability of these two kinds of services in non-metro 
areas is only about half when compared with metro-areas. Availability of demand response 
service is about the same in both metro and non-metro areas. Transit services, such as 
commuter bus, rail, and intercity bus, are more popular and available in metro areas when 
compared with rural areas (Figure 4.11).  
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Figure 4.11 Public transit availability, usage, and interest 
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More than half of metro respondents mentioned that public transit is accessible to make trips 
from their residence to various types of destinations, such as grocery stores/super markets, 
personal services, other retail shopping, recreation and entertainment, and healthcare facilities 
(Table 4.12). Among non-metro respondents, accessibility of public transit services from an 
individual’s residence to various types of destinations is lower when compared with metro 
areas. 

Table 4.12 If you chose to, could you ride public transit from near your residence to the 
following types of places? 

 

A grocery store or supermarket is the most accessible destination by walking (if the respondent 
is able and chooses to walk) for metro and non-metro respondents in their respective 
communities, although the accessibility rate is lower for non-metro areas when compared with 
metro areas (Table 4.13). The next most accessible destinations, in order of accessibility, are 
personal services, other retail shopping, recreation and entertainment, and healthcare. Again, 
all these destinations are less accessible in non-metro areas when compared with metro areas. 
It was observed from Table 4.13 that healthcare facilities are the least accessible destinations 
by walking in both metro and non-metro areas.  

Table 4.13 If you are able, and chose to, could you walk from your residence to the following 
types of places? 

 

A majority of respondents from both metro and non-metro communities agree or strongly 
agree that it is important for public transit to be available to their community residents (Figure 
4.12). The top five reasons for the importance of public transit in metro communities in the 
order of ranking are: 1) transit is an option for seniors or people with disabilities, 2) transit is an 
option for those who choose not to drive, 3) transit reduces traffic congestion, 4) transit is an 
option for saving on the cost of transportation, and 5) transit reduces energy consumption or 

Metro 
Residents

Non-Metro 
Residents

Metro 
Residents

Non-Metro 
Residents

Metro 
Residents

Non-Metro 
Residents

Grocery store or supermarket 60.5% 60.1% 26.1% 30.3% 13.4% 9.7%
Personal services 57.6% 53.8% 26.8% 33.2% 15.6% 12.2%
Other retail shopping 62.3% 56.3% 24.3% 31.1% 13.0% 12.2%
Recreation and Entertainment 54.3% 42.4% 26.4% 37.0% 18.8% 19.3%
Health care facility 60.1% 60.1% 25.4% 27.7% 14.5% 11.3%

Yes No Not sure
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protects air quality (Table 4.14). The top five reasons for the importance of public transit in 
non-metro communities in the order of ranking are: 1) transit is an option for seniors or people 
with disabilities, 2) transit is an option for those who choose not to drive, 3) because walk 
access to destinations is difficult in my community, 4) transit is an option for saving on the cost 
of transportation, and 5) transit reduces energy consumption or protects air quality (Table 
4.14). 

 
Figure 4.12 How much do you agree or disagree with the following statement? “It is important 

for public transit to be available to my community's residents.” 

Table 4.14 Why is it important to have public transit service in your community? 

 

In most cases a majority of the metro and non-metro respondents either agree or strongly 
agree with funding transit using city, county, state, or federal funds (Table 4.15). However, for 
all funding types, metro-area respondents were more likely than their non-metro counterparts 
to support using public funds for transit. Most respondents in metro and non-metro areas 
either support the same amount of public transit currently in place or more public transit in 
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Because walk access to destinations is difficult in my community 42.7% 42.8% 42.8%
Because bike access to destinations is difficult in my community 26.1% 27.4% 26.9%
Transit is an option for seniors or people with disabilities 73.4% 75.6% 74.6%
Transit is an option for those who choose not to drive 71.0% 57.2% 63.0%
Transit is an option for saving on the cost of transportation 53.0% 38.6% 44.7%
Transit complements other travel modes, such as walking or biking 46.5% 30.5% 37.2%
Transit reduces energy consumption or protects air quality 48.2% 36.6% 41.4%
Transit eliminates the need to park or for destinations to provide parking 42.0% 26.2% 32.8%
Transit reduces traffic congestion 53.2% 32.9% 41.4%
I do not think it is important to have transit service 7.9% 13.0% 10.9%
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their communities (Figure 4.13). Most also believe that some (<50%) or most (>50%) of transit 
operation costs should come from transit fares (Figure 4.14).  

Most metro and non-metro respondents believe that some individuals should be eligible for a 
reduced fare. In order of priority, they support reduced fare for people with disabilities, low-
income individuals, military veterans, Medicare or Medicaid cardholders, K-12 students, and 
college/university students (Table 4.16). A majority of respondents mentioned that they would 
begin using transit or use transit more often under two potential circumstances: if they are no 
longer able to drive for health reasons or if they move to a more urban community with transit 
(Table 4.17).  

Table 4.15 How much do you agree with the following statements about funding transit? 

 

 

 
Figure 4.13 Do you support more transit, less transit, or the same amount of transit in your 

community, given that public funds are needed to support part of the cost? 
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Figure 4.14 In general, how much of the total operating cost of transit should come from rider 

fares? 

 
Table 4.16 Some transit riders pay a reduced fare. Who should be eligible for a reduced fare? 
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Table 4.17 How would the following statements change your use of transit? 

 
 

4.12  Technology in Transportation 

Respondents were asked if they would be more willing to permanently give up their vehicle or 
their smartphone. Most metro (75%) and non-metro (87.5%) respondents chose their 
smartphone instead of their vehicle. While the percentage is low, comparatively more metro 
respondents (22.3% metro vs. 10.2% non-metro) were willing to give up their vehicles for 
smartphones.  

Respondents were introduced to a possible hypothetical future situation: “In the future, you 
may not need to own a vehicle to have access to a vehicle when needed. For example, you may 
be able to join a subscription-based car-sharing service or use another mobility service of some 
type.” Under this hypothetical situation, respondents were asked about their potential future 
vehicle ownership scenarios. The results are summarized in Table 4.18. While more than half of 
respondents from metro and non-metro communities answered that they would always choose 
to own their own vehicles, it is interesting to observe that some percentage of respondents 
from metro and non-metro communities choose to no longer own a vehicle, some within the 
next 10 years, and others in the more distant future (Table 4.18). 

In the context of the potential existence of self-driving vehicles (autonomous vehicles) in the 
future, respondents were asked to provide their level of comfort with the idea of an 
autonomous vehicle picking up and dropping them off for a personal business appointment. 
While close to half of respondents (from both metro and non-metro communities) answered 
they would be uncomfortable, about a quarter responded they would be either comfortable or 
very comfortable (Table 4.19).   
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Table 4.18 Which of the following statements most likely describes your future vehicle 
ownership? 

 

 
Table 4.19 How comfortable are you with the idea of an 
 autonomous vehicle picking up and dropping you 
 off  for a personal business appointment? 
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5. TRANSIT RIDER SURVEY SUMMARY 
 
5.1  Transit Rider Respondent’s Socio-Demographic Characteristics 

Among the 994 NCLS survey respondents, 152 indicated they were transit users and completed 
a set of questions specific to transit riders. Of the transit rider responses, 104 are from transit 
riders in metro communities and 48 are from transit riders in non-metro communities. Among 
these respondents, 53.9% are female and 46.1% are male. The percentage of female 
respondents was higher in non-metro areas (64.6% female, 35.4% male) than metro areas (49% 
female, 51% male). The largest share of transit rider respondents are from the age group 55 to 
64 years old, followed by 64 to 74 years old, and 45 to 54 years old (Figure 5.1). Close to half of 
the transit riders in metro and non-metro areas lived in a two-person household (Figure 5.2). 
While most of the metro and non-metro transit riders are white (Figure 5.3), the percentage of 
transit riders that are white is lower than the percentage of total survey respondents that are 
white. Therefore, it can be concluded that transit users tend to be somewhat more diverse than 
the general public. 
 

 
Figure 5.1 Transit riders - Percentage of respondents by age distribution for metro and non-

metro areas 

18 to 24 25 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64 65 to 74 75 to 84 85 or
older

Metro Residents 0.0% 8.7% 11.5% 24.0% 26.0% 23.1% 5.8% 1.0%
Non-Metro Residents 2.1% 6.3% 6.3% 12.5% 35.4% 27.1% 4.2% 4.2%
Overall 0.7% 7.9% 9.9% 20.4% 28.9% 24.3% 5.3% 2.0%
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Figure 5.2 Transit riders - Including yourself, how many people live in your household? 

 
Figure 5.3 Transit riders - Percentage of respondents by race 

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 or more
Metro Residents 27.9% 39.4% 12.5% 12.5% 6.7% 1.0%
Non-Metro Residents 31.3% 50.0% 4.2% 6.3% 4.2% 2.1%
Overall 28.9% 42.8% 9.9% 10.5% 5.9% 1.3%
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Most of the metro transit riders (94.2%), and non-metro transit riders (89.6%) have a driver’s 
license. About 9% of metro transit riders and 12.5% of non-metro transit users do not have a 
vehicle in their household (Figure 5.4). These percentages are significantly higher than the 
overall percentage of survey respondents without a vehicle in the household (4.1% metro, 3.3% 
non-metro). 
 

 
Figure 5.4 How many working vehicles (cars, trucks, and motorcycles) are available in your 

household? 

 
Figure 5.5 Which of the following best describes your current employment status? 

0 1 2 3 or more
Metro Residents 8.7% 32.7% 40.4% 17.3%
Non-Metro Residents 12.5% 37.5% 27.1% 20.8%
Overall 9.9% 34.2% 36.2% 18.4%
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Metro Residents 51.9% 11.5% 1.0% 2.9% 31.7% 3.8% 1.9% 2.9%
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Most of the transit riders in metro areas and non-metro areas are either full-time employed or 
retired (Figure 5.5). In non-metro communities, more transit riders belonged to lower income 
groups (< $15,000, and $15,000 to $24,999), and the percentage of transit riders decreased as 
income increased (Figure 5.6). However, in metro areas, the percentage of transit riders 
increased as household annual income increased, as the highest percentage of metro transit 
riders are in the household income group range $100,000 to $249,999 (Figure 5.6).  
 

 
Figure 5.6 What is the combined annual income for all people living in your household? 
 

5.2  Transit Usage and Characteristics 

Respondents for the transit rider survey (from both metro and non-metro areas) were 
distributed between regular transit riders (using transit one day or more per week), and 
occasional transit riders (using transit two days per month or less). A number of respondents to 
the transit rider survey, especially in non-metro areas, were previous transit users who no 
longer ride transit (Figure 5.7).  

When transit riders were asked if they agree or disagree with the statement, “Public transit is 
very important to my quality-of-life,” the majority of transit riders from both metro and non-
metro areas either agreed or strongly agreed (Figure 5.8). A significant percentage of 
respondents from both metro and non-metro areas were neutral about the statement. Most of 
the respondents also mentioned they are very likely to recommend public transit service to a 
colleague or friend (Figure 5.9).  
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The top three reasons for metro transit riders to start riding transit were: 1) I decided to use 
transit for convenience; 2) I decided to use transit to save money; and 3) I wanted to avoid 
congestion. The top three reasons for non-metro transit riders to start riding transit were: 1) I 
decided to use transit for convenience; 2) I decided to use transit to save money; and 3) I no 
longer had access to a vehicle (Table 5.1). 

More than half of transit riders in metro areas and close to half of transit riders in non-metro 
areas answered that if public transit had not been available for their most recent transit trip, 
they would have driven their vehicle (Table 5.2). Asking a family/friend for a ride, walking, ride-
sourcing, and using taxi are some alternate options mentioned by some respondents in both 
metro and non-metro areas, and biking was noted among a small percentage of transit riders in 
metro areas. While a small percentage of respondents mentioned they do not have any other 
travel options if public transit had not been available, this percentage was higher in non-metro 
areas (4.2%) when compared with metro areas (1.9%). 
  

 
Figure 5.7 How often do you ride public transit? 
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Figure 5.8 How likely is it that you would recommend the public transit service you ride to a 

friend or colleague? 
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Table 5.1 Why did you start riding public transit? 

 
 
Table 5.2 If public transit had not been available, which one travel option would you have used 

to make the trip? 

 
 
5.3  Most recent transit trip 

Transit riders were asked details about their most recent trip to further understand their 
frequency of usage, transit mode used, and purpose of the transit trip. While a large share of 
transit riders made their most recent trip more than four weeks ago, a significant proportion 
made trips the same week, last week, or two to four weeks ago (Table 5.3). Close to half the 
transit riders in metro and non-metro areas made their trips using local bus, though nearly as 
many metro transit riders used rail (Table 5.4). Among metro transit riders, the most common 
trip purposes are: 1) work, and 2) social/recreational. For non-metro residents, the most 
common trip purposes are: 1) medical appointments, healthcare, and dental, 2) work, and 3) 
social/recreational. When asked specifics about the quality of service for their most recent trip, 
such as timeliness, driver friendliness, safety, cleanliness, comfort, and affordability, most 
transit users gave positive responses (Table 5.5). 
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Table 5.3 When was your most recent trip on transit? 

 
 
 
Table 5.4 Which mode(s) of public transit did you use on the trip? 

 

 
Table 5.5 What was the purpose for the trip? 
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Table 5.6 How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
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6. DATA ANALYSIS: IMPACTS OF TRANSPORTATION ON 
COMMUNITY QUALITY OF LIFE AND LIFE SATISFACTION 

 
The survey data can be analyzed to examine the impacts of public transportation services and 
other characteristics of a community’s transportation system on quality of life in the 
community. This study estimates the impacts of transportation and other key livability factors 
on community quality of life and the impact of community quality of life on overall life 
satisfaction. 

6.1  Framework 

This study develops three models to estimate the following: 
• Impacts of transportation factors on ease of travel within a community; 
• Impacts of livability dimensions, including ease of travel, on community quality of life;  
• Impacts of community quality of life on overall life satisfaction. 

Ease of travel within a community depends on both individual and community characteristics. If 
an individual has the ability to drive and has access to a vehicle, it is expected that travel within 
the community will be relatively easier, compared with someone who cannot drive or who does 
not have access to a vehicle. Furthermore, if an individual has mobility limitations that makes it 
difficult to walk, travel within the community will likely be more difficult. A number of 
community characteristics also determine how easy it is to travel. These include the quality of 
the transit service, road quality, congestion, traffic safety, and bicycle facilities.  

Ease of travel is one of many livability factors that could impact community quality of life. Leby 
and Hashim (2010) concluded that the livability components analyzed in most studies can be 
organized into four dimensions: social, physical, functional, and safety. The social dimension 
focuses on the relationships between neighbors and community members. The physical 
dimension characterizes the natural environment of communities, including parks and green 
spaces, and environmental quality. The functional dimension describes the private and public 
provision of services, accessibility to activities and amenities, and employment opportunities. 
Lastly, the safety dimension measures the neighborhood’s safety level.  

To categorize factors impacting livability, this study uses four dimensions identified by Leby and 
Hashim (2010). The physical dimension is expanded to include climate. The four dimensions and 
the indicators used in this study are shown in Table 6.1. 
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Table 6.1 Livability Dimensions and Indicators 
Dimension Social Physical/Climate Functional Safety 
Livability 
indicator 

• Sense of 
community 

• Parks and recreation 
facilities 

• Ease of travel • Low crime 

 • Clean environment • Available jobs  
 • Street characteristics • Quality healthcare  
 • Walkability • Quality public schools  
 • Weather • Cultural institutions  
  • Affordable housing  
  • Overall cost of living  
  • Shopping and 

entertainment options 
 

 
The functional dimension includes the largest number of indicators, which describe the 
community’s amenities, opportunities, and accessibility. Ease of travel is included as a 
functional amenity because it describes how well residents are able to access amenities and 
activities in the community. It also relates to the physical dimension, as it is influenced by the 
quality of roads and the built environment, and the safety dimension, as traffic safety is an 
important attribute of the transportation system. The other functional indicators are available 
jobs, quality healthcare, quality public schools, cultural institutions, affordable housing, overall 
cost of living, and shopping and entertainment options. 

One livability indicator is included from the social dimension: sense of community, which is a 
concept in psychology and sociology that focuses on the experience of community. McMillan 
and Chavis (1986) defined sense of community as “a feeling that members have of belonging, a 
feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that 
members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be together.”  

The physical/climate factors are parks and recreation facilities, a clean environment, the built 
environment, and weather. Built environment variables include the characteristics of the street 
the individual lives on and the walkability of the community. Walkability is determined by the 
quality of pedestrian infrastructure and whether land use patterns allow for trips to be easily 
made by walking. The crime rate is a key indicator of safety and is the only safety factor 
included in this study. As mentioned, traffic safety is also a component of the ease of travel. 

Community quality of life is one of the domains that determines an individual’s overall quality 
of life, or life satisfaction. Other factors that may influence life satisfaction include health, 
financial status, employment status, living arrangements, and demographic characteristics, such 
as age, gender, and marital status. 

To assess the overall subjective quality of life in the community, respondents were asked the 
following question: “How satisfied are you with the quality of life in your community?” 
Respondents answered using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from very dissatisfied to very 
satisfied. Responses are coded on a 1-5 scale (1 = very dissatisfied and 5 = very satisfied), and 
the average response is 3.9 overall, 4.0 for metro respondents, and 3.8 for non-metro 
respondents. 
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To determine overall quality of life, or life satisfaction, survey participants were asked the 
following question: “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these 
days?” Respondents answered using a 0-10 scale, with a higher number indicating greater 
satisfaction. This question has been used in previous research as a measure of life satisfaction 
(Kahneman & Krueger, 2006). The average response was 7.71 overall, 7.79 for metro 
respondents, and 7.65 for non-metro respondents. The distribution of responses is shown in 
Figure 6.1. 
 

 

Model Specification 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2  Model Specification 

The study developed three ordered probit models, which are used because the dependent 
variables are measured using an ordinal scale. The first model estimates ease of travel as a 
function of community transportation characteristics and individual characteristics. The second 
model estimates community quality of life as a function of the quality of the livability indicators. 
The final model estimates life satisfaction as a function of community quality of life and other 
factors. 

Ease of travel is estimated as a function of quality of transit service, quality of roads, 
congestion, traffic safety, bikeability, ability to drive, access to a vehicle, and mobility 
impairments. It is measured with a 1-5 scale. Quality of transit service, quality of roads, 
congestion, traffic safety, and bikeability are also measured on a 1-5 scale, with a higher 
number indicating higher perceived quality. The affordable transportation options variable is 
not included in the model because it is highly correlated with quality of transit service. Whether 
the individual has a driver’s license is used as a proxy for ability to drive. Access to a vehicle is 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a 
whole these days?

Metro Non-Metro

Completely
dissatisfied

Completely
satisfied

Figure 6.1 Survey Respondent Life Satisfaction Ratings, Metro vs. Non-Metro 



43 
 

measured as the number of vehicles available in the household. Mobility impairment is 
measured using a dummy variable to indicate if the respondent has serious difficulty walking or 
climbing stairs. 

Community quality of life is estimated as a function of each of the factors listed in Table 6.1. 
The dependent variable and all explanatory variables except street characteristics are measured 
on a 1-5 scale, with a higher number indicating improved perceived quality. Street type is 
measured using dummy variables to indicate the type of street the respondent lives on. The 
open country is used as the base, and urban core street and urban center street are combined 
because of the low number of respondents living on these types of streets. 

Life satisfaction is measured with a 0-10 scale, and it is estimated as a function of community 
quality of life, health, income, employment status, age, gender, and living arrangement. Health 
is measured with a 1-3 scale (higher number indicating better health); and income is measured 
with a 1-8 scale. Dummy variables are used to indicate if the individual is unemployed and 
looking for work or if they are retired. Because the impact of age on life satisfaction might not 
be linear, it is measured using dummy variables for different age groups (age 18-34 is the 
reference). Regarding living arrangements, a dummy variable is used to indicate if the individual 
is living alone. 

For each of the three models, two separate models are run. The first uses survey data from all 
respondents, and the second limits data to those respondents from non-metro counties. 
Results will show if the relationships differ for non-metro areas. 

6.3  Results 

Transit quality, conditions of roads, congestion, and traffic safety were all found to have 
significant impacts on ease of travel (Table 6.2). Respondents who rated the quality of these 
attributes higher were more likely to believe that it is easy to travel within their community. 
With the exception of congestion, these results held for both the overall sample and the non-
metro sample, showing that the quality of transit service is important not just in urban areas, 
but also in smaller communities. Congestion did not have a significant impact in non-metro 
areas, which is not surprising. The results also show that ease of travel is greater for those with 
a driver’s license, ease of travel increases as the number of vehicles in the household increases, 
and travel is significantly more difficult for those who have difficulty walking. 

Ease of travel is found to be one of many factors that impact community quality of life (Table 
6.3). Sense of community was found to have a significantly positive impact on community 
quality of life, both for the overall sample and the non-metro sample. Those respondents who 
rated their community as having a better sense of community gave higher ratings for overall 
community quality of life.  
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Table 6.2 Ordered Probit Results for Ease of Travel 
  Overall (n=914) Non-Metro (n=529) 

Variable 
Estimated 
Parameter p value 

Estimated 
Parameter p value 

Intercept -1.07 0.0004*** -1.06 0.0074*** 
Transit quality 0.19 <.0001*** 0.19 <.0001*** 
Quality of roads 0.15 0.0005*** 0.16 0.0031*** 
Low congestion 0.08 0.0650* -0.01 0.9266 
Traffic safety 0.23 <.0001*** 0.33 <.0001*** 
Bikeability 0.04 0.3938 0.00 0.9305 
Driver's license 0.66 0.0027*** 0.50 0.0741* 
Number of vehicles 0.23 <.0001*** 0.26 0.0001*** 
Difficulty walking -0.42 <.0001*** -0.43 0.0009*** 
*p<10%, **p<5%, ***p<1% 

 
Table 6.3 Ordered Probit Results for Community Quality of Life 

Variable 

Overall (n=887) Non-Metro (n=518) 
Estimated 
Parameter p value 

Estimated 
Parameter p value 

Intercept -2.02 <.0001*** -1.65 <.0001*** 
Social Dimension     
 Sense of community 0.28 <.0001*** 0.32 <.0001*** 
Physical/Climate Dimension     
 Parks and recreation facilities -0.04 0.3482 -0.02 0.7223 
 Clean environment 0.10 0.0868* 0.08 0.2586 
 Street type (Base: Open country)     
  Urban core/center street -0.92 0.0001*** -0.95 0.0104** 
  General urban street -0.49 0.0035*** -0.58 0.0342** 
  Suburban street -0.43 0.0002*** -0.30 0.0558* 
  Rural street -0.29 0.0042*** -0.37 0.0014*** 
 Walkability 0.10 0.0196** 0.12 0.0239** 
 Weather 0.15 0.0059*** 0.09 0.1822 
Function Dimension     
 Ease of travel 0.13 0.0027*** 0.10 0.0707* 
 Available jobs 0.09 0.0483** 0.08 0.1791 
 Quality healthcare 0.16 0.0005*** 0.12 0.0452** 
 Quality public schools 0.15 0.0011*** 0.12 0.0332** 
 Cultural institutions 0.08 0.0862* 0.11 0.0669* 
 Affordable housing -0.04 0.4388 0.02 0.6919 
 Overall cost of living 0.08 0.1706 0.01 0.8681 
 Shopping and entertainment options 0.18 0.0004*** 0.11 0.1073 
Safety Dimension     
  Low crime 0.09 0.0695* 0.11 0.1158 
*p<10%, **p<5%, ***p<1% 
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Among the physical/climate variables, the quality of parks and recreation facilities did not have 
a significant impact, but having a clean environment had a positive impact on community 
quality of life in the overall sample. Regarding street type, those who live in the open country 
gave the highest community quality-of-life ratings, and as the street type became more urban, 
quality-of-life ratings decreased. Walkability was found to have a significant positive impact on 
community quality of life in both the overall and non-metro models, and weather was found to 
have a significant positive impact in the overall model. 

Many of the variables within the functional dimension had statistically significant impacts. As 
respondents rated the quality of these factors higher, they were more likely to rate overall 
community quality of life as higher. These variables include ease of travel, available jobs, quality 
healthcare, quality public schools, cultural institutions, and shopping and entertainment 
options. Affordable housing and overall cost of living did not have statistically significant 
impacts in either model. Available jobs and shopping and entertainment options did not have 
statistically significant impacts in the non-metro model, showing that these factors are less 
important to residents in smaller communities. Lastly, the perceived crime rate was also found 
to have a significant impact in the overall model. 

Of all the livability indicators, sense of community was found to have the largest impact in 
terms of magnitude. This is true for both the overall model and the non-metro model. Street 
type was also found to have an important impact. The next most important factors in the 
overall model, in terms of the magnitudes of the effects, are shopping and entertainment 
options, quality healthcare, quality public schools, weather, and ease of travel.  

Results from the final model show the positive impact that community quality of life has on 
overall life satisfaction (Table 6.4). In both the overall and non-metro models, respondents who 
rated their community quality of life as higher were significantly more likely to rate their overall 
life satisfaction as higher. An individual’s health was also found to have a significant impact on 
their life satisfaction, as those who rated their health better gave higher life satisfaction ratings. 
Among the other variables, those who are unemployed and looking for work gave lower life 
satisfaction ratings, men had lower life satisfaction than women, and those living alone had 
lower life satisfaction, everything else equal. Although employment status was found to be 
important, the impact of household income was not statistically significant. 

Lastly, age was found to have some impact on life satisfaction. Results show that, everything 
else being equal, life satisfaction increases for those aged 55 to 64 and then continues to 
increase further for those aged 65 to 74 and 75 to 84, but then decreases for those 85 or older. 
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Table 6.4 Ordered Probit Results for Life Satisfaction 

  
  
Variable 

Overall (n=920) Non-Metro (n=532) 
Estimated 
Parameter p value 

Estimated 
Parameter p value 

Intercept -0.45 0.1188 -0.61 0.1026 
Community quality of life 0.42 <.0001*** 0.43 <.0001*** 
Health 0.68 <.0001*** 0.70 <.0001*** 
Household income 0.02 0.2712 0.04 0.1416 
Unemployed -0.77 0.0045*** -0.21 0.6021 
Retired 0.12 0.2508 0.14 0.3199 
Age (Base: Age 18 to 34)       
 Age 35 to 44 0.12 0.445 -0.02 0.9376 
 Age 45 to 54 0.09 0.5156 -0.03 0.8824 
 Age 55 to 64 0.27 0.0472** 0.21 0.2393 
 Age 65 to 74 0.37 0.0203** 0.28 0.1976 
 Age 75 to 84 0.68 0.0003*** 0.43 0.0738* 
 Age 85 or older 0.33 0.1801 0.17 0.5794 

Male -0.16 0.0216** -0.08 0.405 
Living alone -0.19 0.0274** -0.07 0.5482 
*p<10%, **p<5%, ***p<1% 
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7.  SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
The National Community Livability Survey (NCLS) contacted 25,000 adults from all 50 U.S. 
states. The research team stratified the NCLS random survey outreach by four U.S. regions and 
nine census divisions (Figure 2.1). The random survey was further stratified by sex and age to 
ensure research participants were proportional to the adult population. A total of 994 high-
quality responses were received. Survey participants were categorized as living in metro or non-
metro areas based on the Rural-Urban Continuum Codes (RUCC) for their county of residence. 
Among 994 responses, 152 were from transit users who completed the follow-up transit rider 
survey.  

An analysis of survey responses regarding the importance of different livability factors and the 
quality of those factors in the respondent’s community provides insight on how livability could 
be improved. In metro areas, livability could be improved the most by improving the availability 
of jobs, affordable housing, affordable transportation options, and reducing crime. Similarly, 
livability could be improved in non-metro areas by improving the availability of jobs, affordable 
housing, quality healthcare, and affordable transportation options. Further, when compared 
with metro communities, non-metro communities have a greater need to improve the 
identified livability factors, as there is a large gap for improvement.  

Findings also show that improvements in transportation conditions would improve community 
livability. In both metro and non-metro areas, this includes improvements to road conditions, 
public transit services, and walkability/accessibility. Reducing congestion would also have a 
positive impact in metro areas.  

While a majority of metro and non-metro residents agree or strongly agree that they can easily 
travel to places they need to go in their respective communities using their current travel 
options, a small percentage of respondents have difficulties. A higher percentage of non-metro 
residents have difficulties making trips, compared with their metro counterparts. In general, 
transportation options in rural communities are limited; therefore, there is a need to provide 
more transportation options to increase mobility.  

A majority of respondents from both metro and non-metro communities agree or strongly 
agree that it is important for public transit to be available in their community. Metro residents 
are found to use public transit three times more when compared with non-metro respondents. 
However, among respondents currently lacking access to transit, non-metro residents were two 
times more likely to say they would use it if it were available. Less public transit usage in non-
metro areas could be attributed to lack of proper transit service. Public transit is considered 
accessible to more than half of metro residents to make trips from their residence to various 
types of destinations, transit accessibility is comparatively less for non-metro residents.  

Among the 152 transit rider respondents, 104 are from transit riders in metro communities, 
and 48 are from transit riders in non-metro communities. In non-metro communities, more 
transit riders belonged to lower income groups, and the percentage of transit riders decreased 
as income increased. However, the highest percentage of metro transit riders is in the 
household income group range $100,000 to $249,999. A majority of the transit riders from both 
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metro and non-metro areas either agreed or strongly agreed that public transit is very 
important to their quality of life. The top three reasons for metro transit riders to start riding 
transit are: 1) I decided to use transit for convenience, 2) I decided to use transit to save 
money, and 3) I wanted to avoid congestion. The top three reasons for non-metro transit riders 
to start riding transit are: 1) I decided to use transit for convenience, 2) I decided to use transit 
to save money, and 3) I no longer had access to a vehicle. 

Results from the data analysis ultimately show the relationships between transportation and 
quality of life. If residents have more positive perceptions about the quality of transit service, 
road conditions, and traffic safety, they are more likely to believe that it is easy to travel within 
their community, which positively impacts their perception of community quality of life. This 
ultimately impacts overall life satisfaction, as results show the positive impact of community 
quality of life on life satisfaction, or subjective well-being. These relationships were found to 
exist in both metro and non-metro communities. Results from this study support efforts to 
improve community livability and subjective well-being through improvements in public transit 
services, traffic safety, and walkability. 
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APPENDIX A: NCLS OUTREACH MATERIALS  
Source: Jonathan et. al Forthcoming  

Initial Contact Email 

The research team purchased an email address for participants, when available. The existence 
of an email address in no way influenced which adults were randomly selected. Rather, the 
email was requested for records already selected by the address vendor based on the sampling 
methodology described earlier in this report. 
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Postcard 
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Full Form Mailer Send Envelope 

The full form mailer envelope used to send materials to potential research participants included 
the following logo and text in the upper left-hand corner. 

 

Business Reply Mail Return Envelope 
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Full Form Mailer Letter: English 
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Full Form Mailer Letter: Spanish 
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Mailer Survey Instrument: English 

 



56 
 

 



57 
 

 



58 
 

 



59 
 

 



60 
 

 



61 
 

 



62 
 

 



63 
 

Mailer Survey Instrument: Spanish 
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