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Taxi School: A First Step in 
Professionalizing Taxi Driving 
ANNE G. MORRIS 

Surveys were completed by 4,396 new applicants for a hack 
license enrolled in the New York Taxi Drivers Institute, a 20-hr 
program mandated to start in July 1984 for all incoming taxi 
drivers in New York City. In this sample population, 74 per
cent of the students were born In 82 countries other than the 
United States, and 72 languages other than English were spo
ken. The majority of the students were In their mid-thirties, 
were relatively well educated, and planned to work for fleet 
operations full time after receiving their license. Focus groups 
held at both training sites before and after the program 
revealed three major concerns: personal security, the negative 
image of the industry, and the lack of an advocate for drivers, 
who are subject to unreasonable demands by the public, the 
regulatory agency, and the media. The majo_rlty of the sb1dents 
gave the program a positive rating and all agreed that the 
teachers, former drivers or current Industry staff, were excel
lent. Fleet managers attending a focus group identified two 
changes that had had major consequences for the industry
the shift from salary by commission to leasing and the changed 
characteristics of the work force. Both drivers and manage
ment identified the poor image of the industry as a major 
problem. The establishment of a taxi school helped prepare 
new applicants, a majority of whom were not native-born 
Americans, to deal with the demands of taxi driving In New 
York City. 

Before they go out on the road, do American taxi drivers need 
special training comparable to the comprehensive training pro
grams for taxi drivers in London and Moscow? The taxi indus
try in the United States has generally relied on management to 
train new drivers. Furthermore, educational programs for 
incoming drivers have been both informal and limited. Because 
traditionally new applicants were indigenous to the area, it was 
assumed that they entered the industry with the necessary 
driving experience, a knowledge of local geography, a basic 
understanding of motor vehicle laws, and an understanding of 
the social mores to enable them to easily deal with the bulk of 
their passengers. 

Marked changes have reportedly occurred in the characteris
tics of applicants for hack licenses in urban areas from the 
Northeast to the Southwest. However, there is little information 
about the work force that makes up the taxi industry in the 
United States. As a proprietary business, taxi management has 
had little interest in the composition of its work force, and the 
primary role of the regulatory agencies has been to enforce 
licensing requirements (1). In New York City demands for a 
better level of taxi service led to the establishment of a 20-hr 
mandated educational program for all new applicants for hack 
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licenses starting in 1984. In this paper the characteristics of 
incoming taxi drivers as well as their response to the required 
taxi training program will be described. 

A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Personalized taxicab service is one of the oldest forms of urban 
transportation (2). The taxi industry, operated by the private 
sector, remains the leading private-sector provider of paratran
sit service in urban, rural, and suburban areas (3). Taxicabs 
have played, and continue to play, an important but generally 
unrecognizootole-in provlding-transport services to travelers-of 
varied social and economic backgrounds (4). The potential of 
the taxi industry has yet to be realized, although it is recognized 
that paratransit provides supplemental transit services at a 
lower cost than does conventional mass transit (5). 

The New York City taxi business is increased by 8,000 to 
10,000 newly licensed drivers each year; the labor force in New 
York City consists of approximately 31,000 drivers per year; 
the proportion of applicants entering the industry annually is 
estimated to be 24 percent [New York City Taxi and Limousine 
Commission (TLC)]. Nationally the level of employment is 
estimated at 400,000 to 600,000 (6). However, the work force 
is probably 2 to 2.5 times greater than the estimate because 
many drivers work only part time or enter the industry on a 
temporary basis (7). There is a considerable amount of labor 
flexibility within the industry; however, the turnover rate is 
exceptionally high and is estimated at 200 to 300 percent per 
year (8). 

The prototypical New York taxi driver has achieved mythic 
proportions, which is due in no small part to the movies, 
comedians on national television, as well as local shows and 
more recently by the popular television show "Taxi." Drivers 
are expected to know every nook and cranny in the five bor
oughs while discoursing on topical issues from the latest sports 
hero to politics. The fact that a majority of the current taxi work 
force is made up of immigrants who speak a variety of lan
guages has led to bewilderment and often hostility on the part 
of the passengers. For a start, many of the newer drivers are 
less knowledgeable than expected about New York streets, and 
their lack of facility in English has made it difficult to carry on 
the dialogue that some passengers expect. 

THE NEW YORK CITY TAXI INDUSTRY 

Taxis are a significant element in the total transportation net
work and economy of the city. There are 11,787 medallion cabs 
in the New York metropolitan area that collect approximately 
$2 billion annually at the farebox and provide 200 million rides 
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for passengers. The deterioration of public transit service may 
have increased the demand for taxi services. 

The medallion taxi industry in New York City is extensively 
regulated and involves many organizations, both public and 
private. Regulations are administered by TLC, a "non-may
oral" regulatory agency composed of nine members, which 
was established in 1971. Drivers are responsible for following 
102 TLC rules, some of which have numerous subcategories, 
along with the standard motor vehicle regulations. Violations 
of TLC rules carry specific penalities, including fines or per
sonal appearances or both, and may result in suspension or 
revocation of the hack license. Fleet owners are represented by 
the Metropolitan Taxicab Board of Trade (MTBT) and mini
fleets and owner-operators by the Independent Taxi Owners 
Council. 

Two categories of applicants seek a license to drive a 
medallion taxicab in New York City. Sponsored drivers apply 
through the MTBT and are issued a temporary license so that 
they can drive for the fleets before they have completed the 
application process. Unsponsored applicants are issued a hack 
license only after the entire application process (which took 
about 6 to 8 weeks during the period of this study) has been 
completed. Drivers must meet four criteria to get a hack 
license: a medical examination, a criminal record search, a 
driving record search via the New York State (NYS) Depart
ment of Motor Vehicles, and successful completion of the New 
York Taxi Drivers Institute (NYTDI) program and test. The 
cost of a license includes a $75 fee for the training program, 
which is paid directly to the respective NYTDI school, a $52 
fee to TLC, and an additional $12 to $15 to the NYS Division of 
Criminal Justice for a security check and fingerprinting. 

Only medallion cabs have the right to pick up street hails in 
the five boroughs of New York City. Estimates of the number 
of nonmedallion or car service vehicles, which do not have the 
legal right to pick up passengers on the street, range from 8,000 
to 40,000. Since 1970, two-thirds of the fleet medallions have 
been sold to minifleets (two to three cars); in 1985 there were 17 
fleet operations, which ranged in size from 25 to 289 vehicles. 
The market price for a fleet medallion in 1986 ranged from 
$100,000 to $110,000, almost twice the reported cost of $50,000 
to $60,000 in 1981. The cost of a vehicle, which must meet 
TLC specifications, is an additional expense. 

Starting in April 1979, there was a major change in the New 
York taxi industry: instead of receiving a minimum salary plus 
commission, drivers now lease their cabs from the company. 
The nationwide trend to leasing started earlier and accelerated 
in 1975 and 1976. Under leasing arrangements the overhead 
costs for owners are significantly reduced. Leasing agreements 
range in cost to the driver from $350 to $450 for a one-week 
period. Additional driver expenses include a $2 union fee for 
each tour of duty (fleet drivers only) plus the cost of gasoline. 
Tours of duty are generally 12 hr, the maximum allowed in a 
24-hr period. It has been reported that leasing has increased 
productivity because drivers are now responsible for getting 
sufficient fares to cover their up-front costs plus payment for 
their services. Supposedly this has increased competition in 
securing passengers and caused drivers to work harder. 
However, there is no documentation to support these claims. 

A dramatic and precipitous rise in the cost of insurance 
accompanied by underwriting constraints began in April 1984. 
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Before then the approximate cost of insuring a fleet or minifleet 
driver aged 21 and older was about $3,400 annually. In 1984 it 
cost about $5,200 to $5,700 for a driver aged 25 and older. 
Insurance for drivers between 21 and 25 is now approximately 
$12,000 a year. Underwriting constraints have been equally 
onerous. Insurance companies now require drivers to have one 
year of experience driving a taxi to get the filed rates just 
mentioned. A $25,000 yearly premium (approximate cost for a 
two-car minifleet) must be paid for an assigned risk plan for 
new drivers with less than one year of on-the-road experience 
with taxis. The implications for younger applicants are clear. 

SMITH COMMITTEE AND NYTDI 

In 1981 the Mayor of New York appointed the Committee on 
Taxi Regulatory Issues (henceforth to be called the Smith 
Committee) to identify ways to support and improve the indus
try. In March 1982, the Smith Committee recommended the 
establishment of the NYTDI, which was to offer a 20-hr certifi
cate training program for all new applicants starting January 1, 
1984. 

The school was expected to provide more comprehensive 
driver instruction, testing procedures to ensure high-level 
skills, improved driver attitudes, and a stronger sense of profes
sionalism among new drivers. The renowned London taxi 
driver must pass a rigorous series of written and oral tests 
before obtaining a license, a process that generally takes from 2 
to 3 years. However, the NYTDI program, one of the first 
mandated educational programs in the United States for all new 
applicants for taxi licenses, was a major step in the profession
alization of the industry in New York City. 

The NYTDI program was sponsored by TLC; LaGuardia 
Community College of the City University of New York 
(LAG); and Federation Employment and Guidance Services 
(FEGS). However, the educational program was an indepen
dent operation, administered and designed by LAG and FEGS. 
The curriculum utilized input from the TLC staff, industry, 
union representatives, and senior taxicab drivers. The nine 
curriculum modules follow: industry overview and orientation, 
driver-passenger relations, geography, language and signs, traf
fic regulations, defensive driving styles and skills, personal 
safety of drivers and passengers, and vehicle care and mainte
nance. Handouts specific to various curriculum modules and 
audiovisual aids provided concrete examples of driving experi
ence. Maps, tourist information, and pertinent written materials 
were also distributed in the context of the topic under study. 
The program was scheduled at two sites-LAG and FEGS
either five nights a week or on the weekend to accommodate all 
prospective drivers. The teaching staff was recruited from 
current and former taxi drivers who had above-average teach
ing skills. It was expected that teacher-drivers would use their 
current or former driver experience, or both, to support, supple
ment, and reinforce the teaching materials presented 

METHODS 

For the study reported here, a research advisory committee 
made up of representatives from TLC, LAG, FEGS, and indus-
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try met periodically to review project activities and provide 
guidance. In addition, the project director met with NYTDI 
faculty to apprise them of the study goals and methods. This 
ongoing dialogue gave the individuals who had direct or indi
rect contacts with new applicants an investment in the study 
and greatly facilitated on-site activities. 

Demographic Survey 

A questionnaire was constructed to identify entry-level skills 
and attributes, including place of birth and languages spoken, 
length of time in New York City, and level of education. The 
pilot questionnaire was distributed at TLC to all applicants for 
a hack license during the first week of October 1984. Project 
staff were available for questions. Seventy-five questionnaires 
were distributed and returned. Minor format changes were 
made to clarify the responses listed. To ensure immediate 
access to the total population of new applicants, questionnaires 
were distributed at both sites. 

Focus Group Intef'.view 

Focus groups, a qualitative technique, provide market 
researchers with immediate feedback about emerging attitudes, 
the success of a new program, and a changed or new product 
(9, JO). It is a relatively low-cost way to learn about how 
consumers think, talk, and behave. A major concern in evaluat
ing a mandated educational program is how students view the 
program and what changes, if any, are needed to make the 
educational experience of value to the students while meeting 
the requirements of the licensing agency. The focus group 
technique was employed to give potential drivers an oppor
tunity to sound off in their own words, in concert with other 
applicants, about both the industry and the NYTDI program. 

Project staff attended the 20-hr training program at both sites 
before developing a similar structured focus group interview 
guide for comparative assessment both before and after the 
program (11). The interview guide consisted of five questions 
related to curriculum material. A series of categorical 
responses was prepared for each question to rate responses 
quantitatively. A qualitative report summarized the results of 
the session and provided a subjective assessment. It consisted 
of the five interview questions plus summary statements and 
was completed by project staff following each group session. 
One moderator and two recorders (with a minimum of one) 
were present for each session. At NYTDI faculty's suggestion, 
pretraining group sessions were held before the class had met 
the teacher, to minimize possible biasing factors. This elimi
nated any basis for concerns the students may have had as to 
whether their comments were truly off the record. To ensure 
their anonymity, students were asked not to give their names. 
The posttraining group session was scheduled on the last day of 
the program at both sites. Assignment of the study team to 
classrooms at both sites was random. 

Taxi Management Interview 

An assessment of the NYTDI program by industry manage
ment was carried out in a focus group because work conditions 
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in the garages made the planned telephone survey infeasible. 
The group session was attended by fleet managers only, 
because owner-operators do not use new drivers and minifieet 
managers refused to participate, although reliable reports indi
cated that they skimmed off 50 percent of the sponsored drivers 
after they had received permanent licenses. A structured inter
view that covered the curriculum modules was constructed. To 
ensure anonymity, no names were taken. A moderator and two 
recorders were present at the session, which was audiotaped. 

Comparisons of On-the-Road Behaviors by 
Means of Driving Records 

The impact of the NYTDI program was to be measured by 
comparing the number of traffic infractions, accidents, TLC 
summonses, and civilian complaints for new drivers who had 
completed the training program with those for new drivers who 
were not required to take the training program and those for 
comparable samples of experienced drivers. It was expected 
that comparisons of new versus experienced drivers would 
control for vagaries of Lhe system of issuing summonses. 
However, a lack of reliable data on drivers before the establish
ment of the NYTDI program along with the absence of acci
dent data for 1984 and 1985 made it impossible to draw 
inferences on the population under study and the previous 
groups of experienced and new drivers. Because of time con
straints the study could not be delayed in hopes that sufficient 
data could be generated in the near future. 

RESULTS 

Demographic Survey 

Over a period of 8 months (October 19, 1984-May 19, 1985), 
4,369 questionnaires were completed, 2,321 from LAG and 
2,048 from FEGS. It should be noted that completion of ques
tionnaires was voluntary, so it was not possible to ensure that 
all questions were answered. Missing data will be so desig
nated as the findings are presented. 

The racial breakdown, using categories that met Equal 
Employment Opportunity guidelines, follows: white, 32 per
cent (n=l,358); black, 32 percent (n=l,383); Hispanic, 17 per
cent (n=747); Oriental, 13 percent (n=558); and other, 6 percent 
(n=238). There were 4,247 men and only 122 women in the 
sample population. The proportion of the students aged 25 to 
32 years was 39 percent, followed by 28 percent aged 33 to 40 
years. The mean age was 331/2 years and the mode was 31 years. 
Only 13 percent of the applicants were less than 25 years old, 
whereas 19 percent were more than 41 years old. The folk 
wisdom has always been that New York taxi drivers are street 
smart but not educated. The sample population under study 
appeared to disabuse this notion because 47 percent had com
pleted two or more years of college (Table 1). Only 790 stu
dents were attending a school other than NYTDI. 

Among these applicants for the hack license 74 percent 
(n=3,182) were born outside the United States and its territo
ries, 16 percent (n=684) were born in New York City, and 10 
percent (n=420) were from other states and territories of the 
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TABLE 1 YEARS OF SCHOOL COMPLETED BY NEW 
APPLICANTS 

Grade 

Less than 6th grade 
Sixth to 9th grade 
Ninth through 12th grade 
Through second year of college 
Through fourth year of college 
More than 4 years of college and 

graduate school 

No. of 
Responses 
(n=4,187) 

62 
293 

1,867 
1,005 

576 

384 

8Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding. 

Percentage 
of Total8 

1 
7 

45 
24 
14 

9 

United States. A breakdown of students by the 82 countries 
identified as birthplaces of the population under study is pre
sented in Table 2. (Africa was listed as a place of birth by 12 
students, but it was not counted as a country.) The country with 
the most responses was Haiti (n=792). Nine countries that had 
between 117 and 193 responses follow in ascending order: 
Colombia, Rumania, Afghanistan, India, Pakistan, USSR, 
Korea, Egypt, and the Dominican Republic. A majority of the 
students (n=2,553) had resided in the New York area for 5 or 
more years, whereas only 5 percent (n=212) had been in the 
city for less than 1 year. However, 21 percent,(n=974) had lived 
in the area for a minimum of less than 1 year to a maximum of 3 
years, which is not a great deal of time in terms of knowing the 
places and traffic patterns in New York City. 

As expected, students representing 82 countries speak a 
variety of languages. Data on the primary language spoken 
other than English are presented in Table 3. Of 3,198 responses, 
60 languages were identified. French and Spanish received the 
highest number of responses, 833 (25 percent) and 814 (25 
percent), respectively. The high number of applicants born in 
Haiti (Table 2), where French is the primary language, corre
lated with the high percentage of French speakers. The 1,066 
applicants who did not answer this question may include 1,104 
native-born Americans, who possibly speak only English. 

English was the primary language spoken at home by 1,987 
respondents (49 percent), followed by French by 458 (11 per
cent) and Spanish by 454 (11 percent). In addition to the 
languages identified in Table 3, seven languages other than 
English were recorded as the primary languages spoken at 
home; they were Berber, Ewe, Gaelic, Malinke-Bambara
Dyula, Saraki, Sindhi, and Telegu. 

With respect to the language spoken by parents, the findings 
were comparable with those presented in Table 3. Out of a total 
of 3,924 responses, 1,182 (30 percent) spoke English, followed 
by 610 (16 percent) and 605 (15 percent) who spoke French and 
Spanish, respectively. In addition to languages identified ear
lier, the following five languages were listed as the primary 
language spoken by the parents: Kannade, Kpelle, Lithuanian, 
Oremo, and Ukranian. It is likely that applicants were conver
sant in the language recorded for their parents. Thus, it is 
inferred that the total number of different languages other than 
English spoken by applicants was 72. 

In response to the question regarding current employment, it 
was found that 1,833 were employed in jobs other than the taxi 
industry. It is likely that the 2,322 who reportedly had no other 
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job included the 1,544 sponsored drivers who were currently 
working as taxi drivers on provisional licenses. The amount of 
time that the subjects planned to allot to driving a taxi (after 
receipt of a license) follows: full time, 2,476; part time, 1,376; 
full and part time, 67; no response, 450. The applicants' future 
plans regarding the type of taxi company for which they 
planned to work indicated that 60 percent (n=2,056) intended 
to work for the fleets. It was of interest to find that 960 planned 
to work for themselves, indicating that they may have plans to 
purchase a medallion. 

A passing score on the NYTDI final test was 22 out of a total 
of 30 points. Students who scored nine or more errors had two 
more opportunities to pass the examination. A failure after a 
third try made the applicant ineligible for a hack license. Of a 
total of 3,980, 3,722 (95 percent) passed the examination and 
became eligible for a hack license. Of this group 2,657 missed 
from zero to three questions; thus 61 percent passed the test 
with little difficulty. Demographic profiles of students who 
passed the test compared with those who failed the test were 
similar with the exception of the years of schooling completed. 
Of the students who had completed nine or fewer grades of 
school, 22 percent failed the test, whereas 7 percent passed. 

Focus Groups with Prospective Taxi Drivers 

Four focus groups were held at each of the NYTDI sites (FEGS 
and LAG), a total of eight groups. The number of participants 
for the eight pretraining groups ranged from 13 to 28, whereas 
in the posttraining groups the range was from 12 to 27. The 
mean number of participants per group was 20 for pretraining 
and 19 for posttraining. 

A breakdown by sex and entry-level category for partici
pants at pre- and posttraining sessions by site, followed by 
totals at both sites, is presented in Table 4. At the start of the 
group session, students identified themselves by a show of 
hands for the following categories: lapsed hack license, gypsy 
cab experience, and sponsored drivers. This enabled the moder
ator to identify the various levels of experience within the 
group and allowed for management of the discussion to encour
age participation by all class members, especially students with 
no driving experience, who might have been reluctant to speak 
out. 

The number of participants was similar at both pre- and 
posttraining group sessions. The small number of women enter
ing the taxi industry was striking, as noted earlier in discussing 
the small number who completed questionnaires. Of the three 
women students who participated in the pretraining focus 
group, only one was present for the posttraining session. The 
number of drivers with lapsed hack licenses was comparable 
across training sites. FEGS students accounted for two-thirds 
of the total number of gypsy cab drivers, who drive non
medallion vehicles. Of the approximately one-third who identi
fied themselves as sponsored drivers, it was found that more 
than twice as many attended the Friday through Sunday LAG 
program, probably because they worked the night shift. 
Responses to the five before-and-after questions are sum
marized in the following sections. 
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TABLE2 COUNTRY OF BIRTH (OTHER THAN UNITED STATES) OF 
NEW APPLICANTS 

No. of 
Responses 

Country (11=3,182) 

Afghanistan 124 
Africa 12 
Albania 1 
Algeria 6 
Argentina 22 
Aruba 1 
Austria 1 
Bangladesh 46 
Bermuda 1 
Bolivia 4 
Brazil 22 
Bulgaria 7 
Cambodia 14 
Canada 1 
Chad 1 
Chile 13 
China 51 
Colombia 117 
Costa Rica 3 
Cuba 16 
Cyprus 5 
Czechoslovakia 3 
Denmark 1 
Dominican Republic 193 
Ecuador 75 
Egypt 164 
El Salvador 11 
Ethiopia 24 
France 5 
Germany 8 
Ghana 89 
Greece 53 
Grenada 8 
Guatemala 2 
Guyana 31 
Haiti 792 
Honduras 5 
Hong Kong 38 
Hungary 9 
India 127 
Indonesia 5 
Iran 21 

Why Do You Want To Drive a Cab? 

In all groups, as expected, the main motive for driving a taxicab 
was money. The next most important reason was the indepen
dent nature of the business, especially the opportunity to be 
one's own boss and to decide what hours to work. Responses 
that were related and ranked relatively high were that it was a 
second job or a job "to fall back on" and that it was the only or 
best job available. 

What Do You Know About the Taxi Business? 

Three major concerns emerged. First was the threat to personal 
safety and the danger in driving a taxi. This point was made 

No. of 
Responses 

Country (n=3,182) 

Iraq 4 
Ireland 6 
Israel 44 
Italy 12 
Ivory Coast 6 
Jamaica 77 
Japan 9 
Jordan 10 
Korea 152 
Lebanon 10 
Liberia 8 
Mexico 1 
Morocco 4 
Netherlands 1 
Nigeria 23 
Pakistan 130 
Panama 7 
Peru 30 
Philippines 10 
Poland 78 
Portugal 3 
Rumania 120 
Sierra Leone 4 
Spain 1 
Sri Lanka 1 
Sudan 1 
Suriname 1 
Syria 10 
Taiwan (China) 5 
Thailand 12 
Togo 2 
Trinidad and Tobago 30 
Turkey 20 
United Kingdom 6 
USSR 133 
Uruguay 8 
Venezuela 2 
Vietnam 25 
West Indies 26 
Yemen (North and South) 5 
Yugoslavia 13 

dramatically by a student at the first group: "I just want to 
make money and not get killed." The security issue was 
expressed in various ways by students of all ethnic and racial 
groups. Concerns about safety were clearly heightened by 
media reports as well as anecdotal stories from students with 
driving experience. The second issue that was quite troubling 
was the negative public image of taxi drivers. Students re
sented accusations that drivers were "rude," "lazy," "dumb," 
"illiterate," or "crooked," among other derogatory terms. It 
was striking to see how sensitive the negative image issue was 
across groups and sites. A third point was that drivers were 
subject to many and unreasonable demands from a variety of 
sources, including TLC, the New York City Police Department, 
the public, and the media, among others, whereas no group or 
agency served as an advocate for them. 
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TABLE 3 FIRST LANGUAGE (OTHER THAN ENGLISH) 
SPOKEN BY NEW APPLICANTS 

Category8 

Akan (Ashanti) [West Africa] 
Albanian 
Amharic [Ethiopia] 
Arabic 
Armenian 
Bassa [Liberia] 
Bengali [Bangladesh, India] 
Bulgarian 
Cantonese [China] 
Chinese 
Creole (Patois) [Haiti, Jamaica] 
Czech 
Danish 
Dari [Afghanistan] 
Dutch 
Efik (lbibio) [West Africa] 
Estonian 
Farsi (Persian) [Iran] 
French 
Ga [West Africa] 
German 
Greek 
Gujarati [India] 
Hausa [West and Central Africa] 
Hebrew 
Hindi [India] 
Hungarian (Magyar) 
Ibo (lgbo) [West Africa] 
Indian 
Indonesian 
Italian 
Japanese 
Khmer [Cambodia] 
Korean 
Kru [West Africa] 
Lao 
Latvian 
Malay [Indonesia] 
Malayalam [India] 
Mende [Sierra Leone] 
Pakistani (Urdu) 
Polish 
Portugese 
Punjabi [India, Pakistan] 
Pushtu (Pashto/Pashtu) [Afghanistan] 
Romanian 
Russian 
Serbo-Croatian [Yugoslavia] 
Somali [East Africa, Ethiopia] 
Spanish 
Swahili 
Tagalog [Philippines] 
Tamil [Sri Lanka, India] 
Thai 
Triginya [Ethiopia] 
Turkish 
Twi-Fante [West Africa] 
Vietnamese 
Yiddish 
Yoruba [West Africa] 

No. of 
Responses 
(n=3,198) 

3 
2 

IO 
189 

6 
1 

41 
4 
4 

I05 
33 

2 
1 
5 
2 
1 
I 

97 
833 

IO 
47 
79 

1 
10 
52 
51 
IO 
4 

38 
5 

42 
6 
4 

145 
2 
4 
1 
2 

IO 
I 

115 
75 
24 
23 
27 
98 

122 
8 
1 

814 
4 

10 
1 

11 
6 

16 
42 
20 

9 
8 

"Other name or names for the same language are given in parentheses. 
Countries or regions where language is spoken are given in brackets. 
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How Do Drivers Make the Most Money? 

Drivers' notions of how to make money driving changed after 
the training program. It was agreed after the program that the 
best way to earn money was to behave in a professional 
manner. Professionalism, which was not mentioned before the 
program, was cited in three-fourths of the groups after the 
program. To the extent that this topic was covered in the 
curriculum, it apparently had been successfully assimilated by 
Lhe students. Both pre- and poslprogram students genera!Jy 
believed that the best way to earn money was to work hard and 
know about the best places to pick up passengers. After the 
program there was increased mention of the condition of the 
vehicle and the cost of summonses and tickets as factors in 
losing money, topics emphasized by the teachers. 

Experienced drivers know that short hauls are the most 
remunerative. Examination of the before-and-after responses 
showed a shift in attitudes toward airport trips, indicating that 
the students were now aware that more money could be real
ized from frequent short hauls. It was of interest to find that 
both the pre- and postprogram students agreed that tips were 
not a significant factor in making money, although the instruc
tion included information on how to encourage bigger tips. It 
was stated repeatedly that the best tips were received from 
waiters or others who worked in an occupation in which tips 
are an integral part of the income package. 

What Do (Did) You Expect To Learn 
from This Course? 

Preprogram expectations that nothing would be learned were 
markedly higher at LAG, which had a greater number of 
sponsored drivers; only at FEGS did students mention the 
possibility of learning the "tricks of the trade." The consensus 
at both sites after the program was that everyone had learned 
from the course, even drivers with lapsed licenses, who had 
often been the most negative before the program. Expectations 
of learning TLC rules and regulations and of learning geogra
phy appeared to have been realized, because the total responses 
of this type remained relatively constant across before and after 
groups. Striking postprogram increases occurred in the inci
dence of mention of the following response categories: impor
tance of driver-passenger relations, defensive driving and vehi
cle maintenance, and professionalism. 

How Much Help Do You Think This Course 
Will Be? (Was It What You Expected?) 

Before the program, as noted earlier, expectations about the 
upcoming program were quite negative. Students stated repeat
edly that the schooling would be of no use, that experience was 
the only way to learn, and that it was "another TLC ripoff." In 
contrast, after the program it was generally accepted that the 
training would be useful to drivers when out on the streets and 
would supplement on-the-road experience. (This concept was 
not even considered before the program.) Everyone agreed that 
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TABLE 4 CHARACTERISTICS OF FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS 

Preprogram Interview Postpro~am Interview 
Characteristic FEGS LAG Total FEGS LAG Total 

Total no. of students in 
four focus groups 75 87 162 75 80 155 

No. of women 1 1 2 3 0 3 
No. of men 74 86 160 72 80 152 
No. with a lapsed hack license 4 8 12 8 7 15 
No. with gypsy cab experience 11 6 17 13 9 22 
No. of sponsored drivers 15 32 47 12 31 43 
No. of nonsponsored drivers 60 45 105 63 49 112 

Note: PEGS = Federation Employment and Guidance Services; LAG = LaGuardia Community College, City 
University of New York. 

the instructors, who had been or were currently taxi drivers, 
were excellent. Students said that a major value of the program 
was the opportunity to learn about the taxi business from an 
"insider." The students' enthusiasm about the teaching staff 
was more pronounced at FEGS than at LAG. Thi' may be due 
to the fact that at FEGS each-olnss had-the same instructor for 
the entire course, which allowed him to build rapport with the 
students, whereas at LAG the instructors taught different edu
cational modules and rotated from one class to another. 

The positive response to the program might also have been 
related to the carefully planned curriculum and quality teaching 
materials, which were constantly reviewed and updated to meet 
the students' needs. The enthusiasm mentioned earlier might 
have resulted from the camaraderie that developed during the 
training sessions. In an industry where one works alone, this 
was a first and only opportunity to join with peers to collec
tively discuss the problems of taxi driving as well as to learn 
about the industry. 

Taxi Management Interview 

Six fleet or garage employees representing five fleets that 
managed from 100 to 260 taxis each were interviewed at the 
offices of the MTBT. Only project staff were present at this 
group session. Participants were responsible for personnel 
management, including the hiring and firing of taxi drivers on 
behalf of their companies. To maximize open and frank evalua
tions, they were told that neither their name nor that of their 
company would be divulged. Nevertheless, the six managers 
introduced themselves and seemed unconcerned about the issue 
of confidentiality. 

They pointed out that in recent years two major changes in 
operating conditions have occurred and emphasized the need to 
understand that the impacts of the NYTDI program were sec
ondary to the enormous impact of these structural changes: 

1. The shift from a commission pay system to one in which 
leasing arrangements between the fleet and its drivers are 
predominant has had consequences in a number of areas, 
including the quality of the employee-employer relationship 
and the condition of vehicles, which are now in continuous use 
for a 12-hr rather than an 8-hr shift. 

2. The characteristics of the new driver population are 

markedly different than they were 3 to 4 years ago. Most 
drivers entering the industry have just arrived in the city and 
have very little prior automobile driving experience. Also, they 
are often not well versed in English. However, it was empha
sized that they were "well educated, hardworking, and family 
oriented" people for whom the long hours and the level of 
earnings of taxi driving were an "improvement over conditions 
in the old country." 

The managers said that the consequences of these structural 
changes made it impossible to consider the program as an 
independent factor and to compare the performance of new 
drivers who had completed the NYTDI program with new 
drivers in the past who had not. 

The summary of the managers' comments about the program 
must be considered in light of the caveats just discussed Their 
overall judgment was that the NYTDI program was desirable, 
even necessary, and ought to be expanded. As one participant 
said, "Regardless of how good or bad it is, you have to have a 
school today because of changes in the type of persons driving 
and the dominance of the lease rather than the commission pay 
system." It was also agreed that the mere existence of the 
training requirement was helpful to management, because the 
cost and time involved in completing the program discouraged 
drivers who weren't serious about the job in the first place. 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

In 1981 the mayor of New York City appointed the Smith 
Committee to evaluate and develop recommendations for the 
taxi industry. A major factor in its formation was an alarming 
perceived increase in the public's complaints about taxi ser
vice. Passengers related the preponderance of immigrant 
drivers to a lack of basic skills, such as an inability to find the 
destinations requested. 

The data presented showed that 74 percent of the new appli
cants came from 82 countries. Only half of the students sur
veyed spoke English at home. Rather, they listed languages 
such as Dari, Pushtu, Tagalog, and Tamil from Asia and Akan, 
Ewe, and Twi-Fante from West Africa. Fleet managers identi
fied major changes in the industry as a shift from pay-by
commission to leasing and new pauerns in the composition of 
the workforce. In addition, there have been prohibitive 



MORRIS 

increases in insurance rates with underwriting constraints for 
the less experienced driver or the driver under 25 years of age, 
or for both. 

Relationships emerge as the various factors listed earlier are 
inspected in the light of the demographic findings. New appli
cants are older, mostly in their early thirties, mostly foreign 
born, and relatively well educated. Moreover, the industry that 
has traditionally provided easy entry now requires drivers to 
pay significantly higher entry fees plus up-front leasing costs. 
Increased fees and the cost of leasing may possibly have 
deterred the younger, part-time college students who drove 
taxis until ready to start their chosen careers. Although it is 
against the law to discriminate on the basis of age, another 
factor to consider is that high insurance costs for drivers under 
25 may have had some impact on personnel practices. Pre
screening of motor vehicle records of new applicants by the 
MTBT as a means of avoiding high-risk applicants may have 
served as a barrier to younger drivers who, according to 
insurers, have a greater number of moving violations on their 
records. Minifleets, the fastest-growing segment of the busi
ness, prefer to hire experienced drivers, another possible entry 
obstacle for younger applicants as well as recent immigrants, 
who often have had limited driving experience. 

Finally, no incentives such as increases for commissioned 
drivers exist in a leasing arrangement, in which what you make 
is what you earn. Under these circumstances, the only means of 
upward mobility in the taxi business is to buy a medallion, 
although at current prices this is an unlikely option for the 
average incoming driver. Another disincentive for entering the 
industry may be the perceived danger of driving a taxi, a 
leading concern of applicants as reported in the focus groups. 
Any combination of the foregoing factors could have contrib
uted to the changes reported in the composition of the work 
force over the past 5 years. 

The data demonstrate that collective factors, a changing 
work force, leasing arrangements, a management move to 
minifleets, and higher insurance costs have led to a radically 
different taxi industry. The replacement of the prototypical 
New York taxi driver by immigrants from such developing 
countries as Haiti, Colombia, and Egypt, among others, indi
cates that the industry is attracting those who often lack the 
communications and street skills that are essential to providing 
a reasonable level of service. In light of which, the decision by 
the Smith Committee to mandate an educational program for 
incoming drivers makes sense. 

The Mayor's Office decided early in the development of the 
taxi school that it would not be run or funded by TLC but rather 
by preexisting independent institutions, LAG and FEGS. The 
independence of the NYTDI program was critical to its suc
cess. Although industry and TLC staff were involved in all 
stages of program planning, the school was not obligated to 
either group. Industry management initially resisted the notion 
of having the school; however, their active role in its develop
ment eventually led to their approval and support. 

As discussed earlier, the newly formed NYTDI program was 
poorly received by the taxi industry, and students in the prepro
gram focus groups were less than enthusiastic about having to 
complete the 20-hr curriculum before getting a hack license. 
The acceptance of the program as a useful introduction to the 
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taxi business by its severest cntics may be related to the 
following factors. First, students placed great value on the 
teachers, current and former taxi drivers, who served as role 
models and mentors. Second, the school's flexible curriculum 
was modified as needed to provide usable information; for 
example "taxi geography," which stressed route decisions as 
well ·as map-reading skills, was designed solely for the NYTDI 
program when standard geography proved to be unrelated to 
taxi driving. Finally, all member organizations agreed that the 
total program experience, not the test, was an optimum way for 
new drivers to integrate and polish the skills needed to be 

effective when on the road. Although fleet managers were 
unable to identify achievements of the school, they suggested 
that the teachers screen and select new drivers. 

One issue on which all parties-applicants and fleet and 
minifleet managers-agreed was that the negative image of the 
industry was unfair. Drivers received little positive recognition 
or respect for their efforts 10 be independent and self-support
ing. The driver's concern with his poor image, mentioned 
repeatedly during focus group sessions, appeared to relate to 
the communications barrier between driver and passenger. 
Although the new drivers were highly motivated to succeed, 
the marked differences between passengers and drivers inhib
ited the establishment of a dialogue and caused communica
tions problems that often led to frustration and anger on both 
sides. Applicants repeatedly said that nobody talked about 
courteous drivers but that a driver who ripped off a passenger 
made headlines. They resented the public's constant criticism 
and what many believed was biased reporting by the media. 
For example, the public has no idea of the many rules and 
regulations that a driver musl follow, from filling out a trip 
sheet to the munber of passengers allowed in a vehicle. Failure 
to comply with any regulation leads to fines, hearings, and, in 
the worst case, revocation of the license. 

In summary, there has been a major change in Lhe composi
tion of the work force entering Lhe taxi industry. A majority of 
the incoming drivers are new immigrants who often have 
difficulty finding a good paying job due to a lack of the 
communications skills required in many service industries. As 
students stated in the focus groups, taxi driving was often the 
best and, for some, the only available job that enabled them to 
earn a living wage in New York City. The establishment of the 
NYTDl program was a first step in preparing drivers to provide 
the higher level of service demanded by the public and the 
regulating agency. The taxi training program has started to 
professionalize the industry by focusing on upgrading the many 
skills involved in driving a cab, a step in the right direction. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The Smith Committee's decision to require all new applicants 
for a hack license to successfully complete the NYTDI pro
gram was a first step in professionalizing the taxi industry. Key 
factors that enabled NYTDI to develop a successful training 
program follow: (a) The school is independent of both industry 
and the local regulatory agency; (b) teachers are recruited from 
industry, have had experience as taxi drivers in the city, and 
have above-average teaching skills to bring the many pieces of 
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the program together; (c) the curriculum is designed to fit the 
particular locale in which the school is located. rather than 
employing a "boiler plate" program and prepackaged educa
tional materials; and ( d) the curriculum has been updated to 
reflect changes in statutes, traffic patterns, and landmarks. A 
school that buiids on these principles will produce better 
drivers, who ideally will gain more satisfaction from their jobs 
in this necessary service industry. 

Taxi managers point out that major changes within the indus
try, essentially leasing and driver backgrounds, have changed 
the driver-manager relationship. Under leasing arrangements 
the taxi driver is responsible for the leasing fee, gasoline, union 
dues, and so on. There is enormous pressure to earn the up
front costs so as to generate an income. The hours of work are 
long and onerous. Typically drivers work six 12-hr shifts per 
week. It should also be noted that drivers are personally 
responsible for benefits and vacation time under leasing 
arrangements. The public's notion that drivers make enormous 
amounts of money is not valid. Informal and off-the-record 
discussions with drivers indicate that an optimum annual 
income is $30,000 net with an average ranging from $20,000 to 
$25,000. 

Focus group findings during this study repeatedly demon
strated that incoming drivers were unhappy and ashamed of the 
negative image fostered by the media and the public. Of equal 
concern was the danger in dealing with an unknown public. 
The small number of women in the industry may well be 
related to this element of danger. 

It was recommended that the taxi industry seek to improve 
the public image of the drivers as well as that of the industry. 
TLC has recently added a public relations professional to their 
staff. However, much remains to be done. The public has scant 
knowledge of how the industry operates and the myth that 
persists has no relation to the drivers working the streets today. 

The demographic data conclusively demonstrate that the 
incoming taxi drivers are largely foreign born and speak many 
languages other than English. However, those working on this 
study who came to know the drivers were impressed to hear 
them express, even in halting English, their desire to provide 
for themselves and their families by performing work that was 
often grueling but that allowed them to be independent and 
self-supporting. Recent arrivals from every part of the globe 
talked about how they expected to handle the vagaries and 
demands of driving in New York City. These were indeed self
starters who were determined to "make it." As newcomers to 
the city, despite diverse languages and backgrounds, they effec
tively managed to complexities involved in driving a cab, such 
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as obeying rules, dealing with all manner of passengers, select
ing a route, and arriving at the right destination. That's the real 
story, which is consonant with the American dream. 
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