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The pandemic and travel

▪ Early focus on COVID-19 pandemic travel changes

▪ Recent focus on the pandemic’s longer-term effects 
on cities and travel
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The pandemic 
and the 
commute

Source:  Bloom 2025 -
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The pandemic and commuting

● Lots of attention on post-pandemic working-from-home and commuting, and appropriately so

● But commuting is less than 20% of all person trips, and less than a quarter of all vehicle travel 



What about travel more broadly?
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A. That the Boston Celtics won the NBA Finals in 2024 to pull one 

championship ahead of the LA Lakers, 18 titles to 17?

A. That the sample size of the 2022 National Household Travel Survey is 
much too small for most in-depth analyses and includes no confidential 
version with lat-long location identifiers?
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ANSWER:  All of the above



That said…

Let’s look at some NHTS Data



Average Daily Trip Length by Age Group in the 
U.S. – 2001 to 2022



Daily VMT per Driver by Age Group in the U.S., Over 
Time



Daily Trips per Capita in the U.S. by Age Group, Over 
Time
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Daily Trips per Capita by Purpose in the U.S., 2001-
2022



Average Daily Trips by Mode, 2001 to 2022



What’s behind all of these changes?
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What’s behind all of these changes?

Perhaps the dramatic changes observed for 
2022 are due more to a problematic NHTS 

sample than anything else
3
0



What’s behind all of these changes?

So let’s look at another data source
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Are We Going Nowhere FAST?

3
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Morris, Eric A., Samuel Speroni, and Brian D. Taylor.  2023.  “Going Nowhere Fast:  Are Changing Activity 
Patterns Behind Falling Personal Travel?” Journal of Transport Geography, 110, June, 103620.



Shifting from travel (NHTS) data to 
time use (ATUS) data 

(from 2003 through 2023)
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Morris, Eric A., Samuel Speroni, and Brian D. Taylor.  2023.  “Going Nowhere Fast:  Are Changing Activity 
Patterns Behind Falling Personal Travel?” Journal of Transport Geography, 110, June, 103620.



American Time Use Survey:  2003-2023
• Annual survey of 9,000 to 14,000 Americans over age 14 on how they spent 

their time during the prior day
- All respondents complete the Current Population Survey (CPS) as well

• We focus on adults and their out-of-home/yard activities (excluding travel) and 
daily (non-air) travel

• Modeled:
- 12 out-of-home activities that cover about 97% mean out-of-home time
- 3 travel modes that cover 99.2% of daily travel time, and 
- 16 in-home categories cover 98.4% of in-home time

• Separately estimated OLS models for each time use
• Used a suite of demographic and geographic control variables in our models
• Independent variables of interest were survey year dummy variables



Year over year, Americans spent less time away from 
home and traveling from 2003 – 2019
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Going Nowhere Fast from 2001-2019
• Out-of-home activity time, excluding travel, dropped by an 

average of 38 daily minutes between 2003 and 2019
- Daily time spent traveling fell 7 minutes across the same 

period

• Increasing time spent at home is likely the result of better 
computing and communications technology

• While nearly all demographic groups reduced their out-of-home 
activities leading up to the pandemic, young, single, and childless 
people saw the sharpest drops



Going Nowhere Fast:  People who have never married 
left home FAR less from 2003 – 2019
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That was before the pandemic; what’s happened since?



Going Nowhere FASTER



Out-of-home and in-home time use: 2019 and 2021–
2023
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Travel time by mode: 
2019 and 2021–2023 
Note changing scales of 
minutes
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Disaggregated small-sized 
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Predicted and revealed out-of-home time, 2003–2023



Predicted and revealed time spent traveling, 2003–2023



Going nowhere faster…
• So, what if all of this staying home and making fewer trips is good for 

the environment?
• Less traffic, fewer pollutant emissions, less respiratory illness, fewer 

GHG emissions

• Yeah!

• Though longer person trips, and more commercial trips undermine this
• And if trips are a raison d’être of transportation, and vehicle travel is 

simply the means to this end…
• Then we may be occasioning more environmental costs for fewer travel 

benefits over time



Less personal travel, but at what cost?
• Less socialization, less outdoor activity, less exposure to sunlight, more 

loneliness and depression, and more hostility toward people with 
different politics and preferences with whom we now rarely interact?

• Yikes!
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Part III.  

Discussion between Brian, John, and Shashi (Director of Strategy and CTO, TFL) 

John:  

Brian, thank you so much for that. It's super interesting. I want to start by looking at mobility and 
comparing your observations on surface mobility in the United States to air travel. I don't know if 
your team has looked at this at all, but the data from IATA and the UN World Tourism 
Organization indicate that air travel, for the most part, has recovered post-COVID. So, the numbers 
show an interesting distinction. But have you done any work comparing the data we see in the 
United States to other countries? Europe, Japan, China, wherever? 

Brian:  

We have not, but I know I'm seeing interesting stuff about that. I've reviewed a few similar papers. 
Of course, the level of auto use is much higher, but it is changing just in terms of participation in 
the activity and the location. I haven't done any sort of comparative work on that. I don't know 
whether anyone in the audience has, but I have seen anecdotal evidence that we're seeing similar 
patterns. Other than seeing a few papers from different places, I did see one paper come out, and I 
don't remember the authors in Japan who found something similar. 

Shashi:  

I had seen your paper before today, so I was very fascinated with your paper. I haven't seen research 
of this kind of depth from other places. We do quite a lot of work of a similar kind in the UK, 
looking at travel patterns. And I can tell you a little about what we have found; there are similar 
patterns in the UK. However, we get data from UITP on public transportation worldwide, and 
there's an apparent divide between North America and the UK. It's at one end; Europe is closer to 
the North American and UK, but if you look at East Asia and South Asia, none of these dynamics 
are true. Transport demand has been recovering. They're on a completely different recovery path.  

Regarding comparative data from other places in the world, that’s been our observation, looking 
at not as detailed but more summarized data than what Brian has presented here. I've been 
responsible for our revenue for the last 20 years. I look after our demand. The kind of analysis 
you've done is absolute gravy for us because this is what we always do. In my view, you've 
provided an excellent descriptive analysis of what happened. The question is, why has it happened? 
For us, that really matters. So, we probe that question very hard because projecting our future 
demand is very important to us. 

The one thing we found in the UK is that if you look at the income distribution patterns. There is 
a real dislocation, especially after 2008. Anyone joining the workforce after 2008 has joined at a 
lower income level. The salary progression has been lower. Many things done to help the economy 
have ended up hurting them. The result is that it's challenging to get good distributional data on 
household spending power. You get that sort of economy-wide, by income deciles and all that. But 
you don't get age profiles and age cohort profiles in those not easily. 

Some people in the UK have been doing very interesting work on that. And what we have found 
is that it’s the removal of spending power. Especially from younger people, but not necessarily 
only from younger people. That is resulting in the most significant change. It's not the only 
deciding factor. I'm not trying to make that point. That is the only determining factor. But it looks 



to me from everything that we have seen that that is the causative factor that's leading to this change 
in transport behavior. What it tells us about what might happen in the future is dire. That was my 
statement to you. 

Shashi: 

Have you looked at the economic factors behind this change in behavior? That wasn't in your paper. 

Brian: 

Well, we do control for income. I would point out that we did some work years ago, looking at 
millennials and travel. Dramatic changes and much more sensitivity of younger travelers happen 
due to changes in economic circumstances between 2008 and 12, something like that during the 
Great Recession. But, if you notice my trend lines, they were consistent with the economic 
circumstances. They didn't follow natural changes in economic activity. We've had significant 
growth and reductions in poverty right through the pandemic. The distribution of income has 
grown more unequal: the number of people living in poverty, at least up through the economic 
booms of the post-Great Recession in the US, and the significant income transfers during the 
pandemic reduced the number of very lower-income folks. We just tried to control for that in the 
analysis. That's the best I can say. 

Shashi: 

If I'm interpreting your data correctly, there were many pointers. If you look, all the lines are in 
the same direction. I get that. They have similar slopes, but some slopes are higher. If you look at 
the slopes for younger people in your data, that's higher. Suppose you look at the never married, 
which correlates highly with being younger. That was the steepest slope that I noticed in there. So, 
we could have this debate. I don't know how to have all the time here, but everything that we have 
seen suggests that there is a behavior change. We are trying to separate from this claim of the 
Netflix generation versus other things. And the other things it looks to us, at least from the analysis 
we're doing, are the economic factors, which are the dominant factors behind people's change in 
behavior.  

John: 

Yeah, you mentioned spending, the decline of spending power, which is a function of income. But 
it's also a function of prices and inflation. So, the inflationary environment that we're living in in 
many countries has contributed to the decline. 

Shashi: 

But it's not just the recent inflation. Suppose you look at inflation in house prices, which has been 
a real problem since 2008 when the sort of economies diverged between house prices and 
everything else. It takes away spending power from people who don't have houses, typically 
younger people. 

 

Audience Questions 

Q: About the methodology behind the NHTS. Do you have any high-level comments on your 
confidence in the NHTS data? 



A: I have so little confidence in the 2022 version of the NHS on its own that I wouldn't have 
presented it without another data source showing something similar. 

Q: Okay, fair enough. You have the second survey, the ATUS, to corroborate those results. We're 
confident now this is a thing. This is what's happening. People are staying home or traveling less. 

Q: One question from Professor Patricia Mokhtarian: On the role of non-response bias in these 
trends, It's been harder to sample people out of their homes often. The interaction with the overall 
decline in the survey response rates may account for some apparent decline in out-of-home time. 
So, I'm just wondering. 

A: That's interesting. Non-responsive bias is in our field. The idea that people who were, well, 
because I've certainly thought about non-response bias among uh single parents and other people 
who are time press. But the idea is that they would grow just in. That's an interesting point. I would 
ask Patricia, do you think the trend over time is enough to erode what we would observe or to 
account for it completely? 

Q: Yeah, I think it's only part of the explanation and might be interacting with the declining interest 
in responding to surveys. If people out of home don't respond to surveys more, that's always been 
our concern. So, something has to have been happening to make it worse. I don't know if that is 
something else; there’s only a decline in survey responses. Again, it's not the whole story, but I 
always wonder how much of it is. 

A: That's an interesting observation. Yeah, I got to think about that. 

Q: The next question is from Stephanie Pollard. The overall trip duration and length have been 
increasing. So, is this a function of people moving their homes to lower-density places with worse 
access from where they're making these trips? This could be driven by that whole discussion on 
affordability issues, where house prices are going up much, much higher than income levels. Do 
you have any views on this? 

A: I would say yes. One of the things that we missed in a lot of the last century was that we saw a 
very consistent trend of declining incomes among Central City residents, the White Flight 
Movement into the suburbs. All the housing growth was in the suburbs, and the inner-ring suburbs 
and central cities were struggling economically to retain the population. That began to turn around 
in the 1990s when there was a lot of revival and popularity among those living in central city areas. 
I got confused at the idea that somehow that meant that suburbs weren't continuing to grow; they 
were. The share of the population in suburban areas and the suburbanization of lower-income 
households continued even amid a revival of urban areas in many places. Over time, the share of 
people who live in places where most of the trips need to be made practically by automobile has 
continued to march on in the US. Despite some encouraging urban regeneration (I think that's at 
play), the other thing that we're doing now, and that we've got a paper about to come out on this, 
is that the age at which people give up their license is getting later and later over time.  

Another research suggests that older adults are living longer and healthier. Still, the costs of giving 
up driving are greater when you live in an outlying area, encouraging older adults to continue 
driving, even if they must limit their driving in other ways, such as avoiding bad weather and 
traveling at night.  



Q: Another question on street light data. We have a lot of other sources, private data sources such 
as replicas, streetlights, and other Google GPS data sources that track the movement of people. 
The other thing is a personal health tracker that tells how much people have been biking or walking. 
How much of your results did you validate using these other privately available data sources? 
There was one question: Are you seeing an increase or decrease in biking or walking or actual 
movement of people in the cities based on GPS or vehicle counts from streetlights or replicas? 

A: We have been using Streetlight data. I have not used other data sources like Enrix and others 
that are out there as much. We find them very useful for certain kinds of analyses but unreliable 
for others. I don't want to launch this late date into a description of where their virtues and their 
vices lie. Still, I would say that they're a mixed blessing, but for the type of analysis that we did 
that we've published so far, we feel confident and comfortable with that because we were able to 
validate it a little bit. In terms of the question, we used these data to validate what we did. This 
was a national sample. We did not use any traffic data because our focus was really on trip-making 
and behavior, not so much on what that meant for the total travel on the transportation systems. So 
that's the best I can offer. 

Q: Could you give us some metrics on how large an effect the drop in out-of-home shopping had 
versus a decline in out-of-home socializing? Never-married people might be more likely to shop 
online unless the steep drop is still there after age is controlled. Any thoughts on that? 

A: I have a thought on that. I'm unsure if this answers the question, but we observed that online 
shopping involves less travel and less time. I finally gave up that inkjet printer and stopped 
ordering printer cartridges constantly. But when I go, instead of going to an office supply store 
and walking them down the aisle, I look for the printer cartridge and get it. I just repeated my 
previous order. It takes me under a minute to do the order, so there's evidence to suggest that it 
involves less time traveling and less time overall. It's certain kinds of things that involve less time. 
So that then frees up time for other activities. There is an age component to that, but you can see 
that younger folks were doing less shopping before, so part of that is where they are in this life 
cycle, but that's changing over time. 

Q: We didn't see any stats on biking. So, wasn't there enough data to consider biking? 

A: Is that by someone from outside the United States? 

Q: No. I am also a biker, so I would like to know about this question. 

A: Utilitarian biking is very small in the US. We did not include that because it was small when 
we accounted for a huge share of overall trips. 

 

Part IV. Summary of Memos. 

Themes from Other Memos (these are ones I made up just as a template) 

1. Travel behavior has changed significantly, especially with a decline in personal 
vehicle miles travelled (VMT) among young people. An increased use of the internet 
and digital devices is associated with this decline and supported by data. This suggests a 
fundamental shift in how young people travel. 



2. The composition of personal travel purposes has also changed significantly, especially 
for young people. Travel patterns have shifted from the dominating shopping and social 
activities to a more even distribution, including commuting and school purposes. This shift 
reflects the increasing convenience of online shopping and digital social interactions, 
which reduces the need for in-person travel for these activities. 

3. The changing travel behavior raises concerns about social cohesion and the vitality of 
urban spaces. The decline in outdoor activities could have implications for social well-
being. Reduced engagement with public spaces could pose challenges to the sustainability 
of vibrant, interactive urban environments. 

4. Economic factors are increasingly being recognized as a determinant of travel 
choices, especially for younger generations. Falling real incomes among young people 
could limit their travel options. Rising housing costs, stagnant wages and inflationary 
pressures could lead to less travel, due to economic constraints.  

5. There is a paradox in that the decline in personal travel is offset by an increase in 
commercial vehicle mileage. The surge in e-commerce and food delivery services has led 
to an increase in freight and delivery trips. While private car use may decline, total vehicle 
mileage may increase due to increased commercial activity, still leading to congestion and 
environmental impacts. 

 
My Reflection: 

This week's Mobility Forum showcases an important  the significant shift in transportation demand 
and emerging travel patterns after the COVID-19 Pandemic, with decreased out-of-home activities 
and out-of-home duration. There's a mode shift towards private vehicles, longer trip distances, and 
changes in trip purposes, such as fewer shopping trips. Public transit recovery is uneven, with a 
notable decline in walking. Working from home might be a reason for the declining travel demand 
– companies save money, but commuting demand shrinks, and CBD offices get abandoned. 

Given this, we can further understand the reasonings for unsatisfactory ridership recovery 
performance in US transit systems, a heated topic for US transit agencies. In my opinion, one 
major issue with U.S. transit agencies' recovery is their heavy reliance on commuting—primarily 
between home, work, school, or hospitals. Unlike Asia, where transit is integrated into daily life 
(e.g., TOD and lifestyle-oriented network design), or Europe, where people routinely use trams for 
short trips like groceries or dining, U.S. systems like BART and CTA remain commute-focused. 
They are dull, peak-hour focused, and have large between-station distances. This narrow purpose 
makes them vulnerable to shifts like remote work and reduced travel demand. 

Another critical issue is the deteriorating perception of safety and comfort. Many view transit as 
unsafe, perceiving transit systems as a dangerous environment with homelessness, drug use, and 
poor maintenance. This has led to transit being seen as a last resort rather than a preferred mode 
of travel. To recover, agencies must address these concerns by improving safety, modernizing 
stations, and making transit a more appealing choice for all types of trips, not just commutes. Still, 
given the US’s sprawling urban design, we must acknowledge that it is a challenging task. 

  


	Forum Feb 28 2025
	Going Nowhere Fast  
Dissecting the Remarkable Fall of U.S. Personal Travel in the 21st Century
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	What about travel more broadly?
	Sidebar:  Which of the following is terribly disappointing?
	Sidebar:  Which of the following is terribly disappointing?
	Sidebar:  Which of the following is terribly disappointing?
	Sidebar:  Which of the following is terribly disappointing?
	Sidebar:  Which of the following is terribly disappointing?
	That said…
	Average Daily Trip Length by Age Group in the U.S. – 2001 to 2022
	Daily VMT per Driver by Age Group in the U.S., Over Time
	Daily Trips per Capita in the U.S. by Age Group, Over Time
	Trip Purpose Distribution by Age in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Trip Purpose Distribution by Age in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Trip Purpose Distribution by Age in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Trip Purpose Distribution by Age in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Trip Purpose Distribution by Age in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Daily Trips per Capita by Purpose in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Daily Trips per Capita by Purpose in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Daily Trips per Capita by Purpose in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Daily Trips per Capita by Purpose in the U.S., 2001-2022
	Average Daily Trips by Mode, 2001 to 2022
	What’s behind all of these changes?
	What’s behind all of these changes?

Perhaps the dramatic changes observed for 2022 are due more to a problematic NHTS sample than anything else
	What’s behind all of these changes?

So let’s look at another data source
	Are We Going Nowhere FAST?
	Shifting from travel (NHTS) data to time use (ATUS) data 
(from 2003 through 2023)
	American Time Use Survey:  2003-2023
	Year over year, Americans spent less time away from home and traveling from 2003 – 2019
	Going Nowhere Fast from 2001-2019
	Going Nowhere Fast:  People who have never married �left home FAR less from 2003 – 2019
	That was before the pandemic; what’s happened since?
	Going Nowhere FASTER
	Out-of-home and in-home time use: 2019 and 2021–2023
	Travel time by mode: 2019 and 2021–2023 Note changing scales of minutes
	Disaggregated large- and medium-sized time uses: 2019 and 2021–2023
Note changing scales of minutes
	Disaggregated large- and medium-sized time uses: 2019 and 2021–2023
Note changing scales of minutes
	Disaggregated large- and medium-sized time uses: 2019 and 2021–2023
Note changing scales of minutes
	Disaggregated small-sized time uses: 2019 and 2021–2023
	Model Results:
Trends in time use changes by activity location, 2019 and 2021–2023
	Model Results:
Trends in time use changes by activity location, 2019 and 2021–2023
	Model Results:
Trends in time use changes by activity location, 2019 and 2021–2023
	Predicted and revealed out-of-home time, 2003–2023
	Predicted and revealed time spent traveling, 2003–2023
	Going nowhere faster…
	Less personal travel, but at what cost?
	Going Nowhere Fast  
Dissecting the Remarkable Fall of U.S. Personal Travel in the 21st Century

	Annotation_W4

