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This research brief summarizes the results of a
national random-digit-dial survey that explored
public support for raising federal transportation revenues through gas, mileage, and sales
taxes.

Linking a transportation tax to
environmental benefits can
significantly increase public support.

Study Method
A random-digit-dial survey conducted from April 27 to May 22, 2010, tested public support for
sales, gas, and mileage taxes that would raise revenue for transportation purposes. Multiple
variations on the mileage tax and gas tax concepts were presented, to test relative support levels
among the different options. A total of 1,545 adults (18 years or older) completed the survey in
either English or Spanish. For the full sample, which included both land-line and cell-phone numbers, the margin of error was plus or minus 2.5 percentage points at the 95% confidence level.

Findings
Figure 1 shows support levels for the tax options tested. None received majority support, but
three did fairly well, with support levels around 40%. The most popular were a 0.5¢ sales tax
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Figure 1. Support levels for the eight tax options surveyed

(43% support), a 10¢
gas tax increase whose
revenue would be used
for projects to reduce the
transportation system’s
impact on global warming
(42% support), and a 10¢
gas tax increase spread
over five years (39% support).

Gas tax: 10¢ increase with revenue dedicated
to transportation projects to reduce global warming

The survey compared
public support for alternative versions of the
mileage and gas taxes.
The “base” cases tested
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Figure 2. Support levels rose for modified versions
of the “base” gas & mileage tax concepts

against alternatives were
a flat-rate mileage tax of 1¢ per mile and a 10¢ gas tax increase with no additional information given. All variants of these
base cases increased the level of support, in most cases significantly, as shown in Figure 2. The option of varying the flatrate (base) mileage tax by the vehicle’s pollution levels increased support by a strong 12 percentage points. For the gas
tax, all four variants to the base case increased support as well. Most notably, spreading the gas tax increase over five
years increased support by 16 percentage points, and linking the increase to reducing global warming increased support
by a full 19 percentage points.

Policy Recommendations
Linking a transportation tax to environmental benefits will increase public support.
The survey found that linking a transportation tax to environmental benefits can strongly increase support. Support for the
mileage tax rose significantly when the flat-rate tax was converted to a tax with a rate that varied according to the vehicle’s
pollution. The increase in support for a gas tax when respondents were told that the revenues would be spent on transportation projects to reduce global warming was even more striking.
Support for gas taxes can be significantly increased by careful program design.
The survey results also showed that the very low support levels for a one-time gas tax increase can be raised by modifying how the tax is structured and the way it is described. Linking the revenue to environmental benefits is one good option,
and spreading the increase over several years is another.
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To Learn More
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