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Rest areas are required on the Interstate highways to provide safe 
stopping places. Yet the cost of constructing and maintaining rest 
areas with toilets, picnicking facilities, water for drinking, and other 
facilities is very high, and it is certainly not desirable to construct 
more facilities than needed. The 1968 National Rest Area Usage Study 
was undertaken to assist in determining rest area needs in terms of 
facilities and spacing by measuring the present demand for and char
acteristics of the use of existing rest areas. A detailed inventory as of 
January 1, 1968, revealed a total of 6,756 rest areas on the federal-aid 
and state primary highway systems, of which 784 were on the rural 
Interstate and 5,972 on the other systems. A total of 78,619 interviews 
were conducted during the summer of 1968. Of this total , 68 ,415 inter
views were completed on the Interstate System and 10,204 on the other 
systems. Some of the significant findings are that approximately 4 times 
.as many vehicles stop at rest areas with toilets than at rest areas with
out toilets; approximately two-thirds of all persons entering rest areas 
use the toilets , if available; and use of rest room, rest , and eat, in 
respective order of importance, are the principal purposes for stopping. 

•DURING THE PAST DECADE, there has been an increasing emphasis on, and a 
recognition of, the need to provide adequate rest area facilities for the safety and con
venience of highway travelers. This raises the question, When has adequate safety 
rest area service been provided? It is important to have enough rest areas to provide 
safe and appropriately spaced stopping places to break long trips. Yet the cost of con
structing and maintaining rest areas with toilets, picnic areas, rwming water, and 
other facilities is very high, and it is certainly not desirable to construct more facil
ities than needed. As a basis for resolving this problem, measures are needed of the 
present demand for and characteristics of the use of existing rest areas. 

Several states have made rest area studies during the past 10 years . Seldom have 
these been repeat studies in any area to measure trend. It appeared that such a piece
meal approach might not provide a state with sufficient information to make reliable 
forecasts of its rest area needs. It was, therefore, decided to collect data on rest 
area usage from a nationwide sample. This would reduce the amount of work required 
in any one state and yet provide a base of data that could be used by all states. 

The first step in initiating a nationwide survey was taken during the fall of 1967 when 
an inventory was made of all rest areas that existed on federal-aid and state primary 
highway systems, excluding toll roads. This inventory included all rest areas that 
were planned to be in operation by the summer of 1968. One of the primary functions 
of the inventory was to provide the base from which rest areas could be selected to 
study rest area usage. 

A rest area was defined for this study as follows: A roadside area that is separated 
from the main roadway, has provisions for stopping and resting for short periods, and 
has parking facilities for 3 or more vehicles. 
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TABLE 1 

PERCENTAGE OF VEHICLES STOPPING AT RURAL INTERSTATE 
(NON-TOLL) REST AREAS 

With Toilets With Privies 
Without 

Comfort Facilities 
Range Summer Peak Summer Peak 

Week Hours Week Hours Summer Peak 
Week Hours 

Lowest 1.3 1. 5 0. 7 3. 7 0.1 0.1 
Median 7.8 9.0 8.7 8.2 2.0 2. 6 
Highest 15.0 19. 5 12. 2 12. 7 7.8 6. 7 

The first inventory revealed a total of 6,756 rest areas, of which 784 were on the 
rural Interstate System as of the summer of 1968. Usage data were collected at 113 
rest areas, sampled from this universe, 59 on the Interstate System and 54 on the re
maining highway systems. These data were collected for a 7-day period for each of 
the 113 rest areas selected. Interviews were conducted for single 8-hour shifts, 10 
a. m. to 6 p. m., Monday through Saturday, and for two 8-hour shifts, 6 a. m. to 10 p. m., 
on Sunday. 

Drivers of 78,619 vehicles were interviewed during the summer of 1968. Of this 
total, 68,415 interviews were made on the Interstate System, and 10,204 on the remain
ing federal-aid and state highways. The percentage of vehicles stopping at r est areas 
on the rural Interstate System is given in Table 1. The median percentage stopping at 
rest areas having toilets or privies is approximately 4 times that for areas having no 
comfort facilities. The median of the percentage distribution of vehicle types entering 
rural Interstate rest areas with toilets is given in Table 2. The percentage of automo
biles is slightly higher while the percentage of trucks and buses is lower during peak 
hours (12 noon to 4 p. m., Saturday and Sunday) than for a summer week (7 days, 8 
hours from Monday to Saturday and 16 hours on Sunday). 

Table 3 gives the median trip length, vehicle occupancy, and time spent in the rest 
areas. As expected, trip lengths are longer on the Interstate than on the non-Interstate 
highways. The median vehicle occupancy is slightly higher during peak hours than dur
ing the average summe1· week, but overall the median values are quite stable. The 
median time spent in Interstate rest areas varies from 18 to 20 minutes and is some
what higher for non-Interstate areas. There is very little difference between summer 
week and peak-hour median values. 

The median distance driven between stops as determined at rural Interstate rest 
areas with toilets is 107 miles from the start of a day's drive to the first stop and 74 
miles between stops thereafter. Figure 1 shows the percentage of vehicles stopping in 
rest areas versus distance from the preceding rest area. If it is assumed that the 
present average percentage of vehicl.es stopping at rest areas on the Interstate with 
toilets (approximately 9 percent) will continue for the design period, then this curve 
indicates that a spacing of about 30 miles is desirable. Figure 2 shows the significance 

TABLE 2 

MEDIAN OF PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF 
VEHICLE TYPES ENTERING RURAL INTERSTATE 

REST AREAS WITH TOILETS 

Vehicle Type 

Cars 
Cars with 

campers or 
house trailers 

Cars with 
other trailers 

Trucks and 
buses 

Summer Week Peak Hours 

76.6 80.8 

5.3 5. 7 

1.8 1. 5 

17. 0 10.2 

that distance to a succeeding rest area may 
have on the percentage of vehicles stopping 
in a rest area; no correlation at all could 
be made. Poor communication to the driver 
when he approaches a rest area as to how 
far it is to the next rest area may be a 
factor in this instance. 

We also made similar plots of miles 
from preceding or to succeeding towns in 
an attempt to determine the significance 
that available comfort service facilities 
off the Interstate right-of-way may have 
on usage of rest areas. We were unable 
to determine any significant relationship. 
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TABLE 3 

MEDIAN TRIP LENGTH, VEHICLE OCCUPANCY, AND TIME 
SPENT IN REST AREAS 

Item 
Comfort 
Facility 

Trip length, miles Toilets 
Privies 
None 

Vehicle occupancy Toilets 
Privies 
None 

Time in rest area, min Toilets 
Privies 
None 
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Figure 1. Percentage of vehicles stopping in rural Interstate rest areas with 
toilets versus distance from preceding rest area. 
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Figure 2. Percentage of vehicles stopping in rest areas versus distance to succeeding 
rest area. 
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One reason that no relationship could be determined may have been due to the great 
variation in accessibility of towns. For example, service facilities may have been 
adjacent to the right-of-way in some cities but several miles from the right-of-way in 
other cities. 

The principal reasons given for stopping at rural Interstate rest areas with toilets 
were as follows: 

Reason 

Use rest room 
Rest 
Eat 

Percentage of Vehicles 

42.6 
23.5 
10.6 

The actual usage of the facilities was as follows: 

Facility Percentage of Persons Percentage of Vehicles 

Rest rooms 
water 
Waste disposal 
Shaded table 
Unshaded table 

74.0 
53.6 

14.9 
11.6 

1.7 

The average number of gallons of water consumed per vehicle during an 8-hour period 
was 7.6, based on 177,081 gal of water alld 23,287 vehicles. 

A representative distribution of duration of stay in rest areas was used to develop 
curves in an attempt to determine the maximum accumulation of vehicles in rest areas 
versus the hourly volume of vehicle arrivals (Fig. 3). This information can be used to 
develop curves from which the number of parking spaces can be determined (Fig. 4). 

Guidelines on safety rest areas have been issued by the Federal Highway Adminis
tration and by the American Society of state Highway Officials. It is hoped that the 
results of this study in conjunction with these documents will provide better tools that 
the highway engineer can use in planning and designing rest areas. 
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Figure 3. Maximum accumulation of vehicles in rest area versus hourly 
volume of vehicles entering rest area based on an average length of stay 

in rest area of 20 min. 
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Figure 4. Parking spaces required for rural Interstate rest areas serving one direction 
of travel versus 2-direction ADT volumes for various levels of rest area usage and 

an average length of stay in rest area of 20 min. 
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A summary report has been prepared of the findings of surveys conducted at 113 rest 
areas during the summer of 1968 (!). The analyses indicated the need to concentrate 
all effort during the 1969 season on Interstate System rest areas with comfort facilities. 
Therefore, the 1969 surveys were conducted at 58 rest areas sampled from that stra
tum. The 1969 study was also designed to provide more information to evaluate better 
the effects that adequate commercial facilities located adjacent to or near the Interstate 
right-of-way will have on the spacing of rest areas on the Interstate System. 

REFERENCE 

1. 1968 National Rest Area Usage study. Federal Highway Administration, Highway 
Planning Test. Tech. Rept. 16. 




