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COMMUTING TRENDS IN U.S.

CITIES IN THE 1990S

In the U.S., people have been moving from the cities to the suburbs for decades.  Some
analysts have argued that suburbanization has occurred at the cost of efficient travel
patterns, in no small part because almost all roads and highways are unpriced.  But
evidence has accumulated over the years that suburbanization is as much a traffic
“solution” as it is a problem.  The reason is that many employers have actually followed

workers into the suburbs, so most commuting is now suburb-to-suburb. In economists’ terms,
the inefficiencies in transportation have been partially remedied by the efficient functioning of
flexible land markets. As a result, average commuting times (and their distributions) have been
relatively stable for some thirty years.  Suburbanization, therefore, has been seen as a “traffic
safety valve.”

The Nationwide Personal Transportation Study (NPTS) showed that average journey-to-work travel
speeds (for all privately operated vehicles) increased steadily from 1983 to 1995.  This
occurred while both average trip lengths and trip times increased, but at different rates.  Setting
the 1983 values at 1.00, the 1995 values for travel time were 1.14, for trip length 1.33
and for trip speed 1.17.  Examining the four NPTS surveys from 1977 to 1995, Hafeez (2000)
concluded that: “the survey year is not a statistically significant meaningful effect in predicting
work trip travel time, travel distance and travel speed” (p. xxxiii).  In other words, over a
period of substantial growth and change, these distributions had changed only marginally.”
But commuting data from the 2000 Census and 2001 National Household Travel Survey (NHTS)
indicate that a significant change occurred in the late 1990s. For the first time in decades,
Census data displayed a significant increase in average commute times.  The national average
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(only available for all modes) rose to 25.5 minutes in 2000 from
22.4 minutes in 1990, a 14.1 percent increase.  Census data
on distributions show a decline in the proportion of workers with
short commutes (less than 20 minutes) and an increase in the
proportions in most other trip time intervals. Nevertheless, 64
percent of commutes fell within the range of 5 to 24 minutes
(Table 1).  Given the trend (an increase in the share of commutes
longer than 25 minutes), it is unclear what happened to the
locational adjustments and the flexible land markets that had
worked so well before.

More detail about what occurred in recent years is found in the
NHTS results and those of its predecessor, the Nationwide Personal
Transportation Study (NPTS).  For example, Tables 2a and b show
that for both all modes and for the most widely used travel mode,
privately operated vehicles (POVs),
the steepest rise in commuting trip
times occurred in the latest period,
1995-2001. Similarly, travel
speeds increased between 1983
and 1995, but fell thereafter to
levels below those of 1990.
Census data generally support
these findings.

Table 3 reports the changes in
travel times by area type between
1995 and 2001. It shows that
travel times increased and travel
speeds declined across the board.
However, the largest increases in
POV travel times occurred in the
more urban areas, the more
densely settled locations in
metropolitan areas (and in the
non-metropolitan areas). The
trends also show that, whereas all
areas experienced similar declines
in POV travel speeds, the more
suburban areas with their
improved physical job access
experienced shorter trip lengths,
moderating the effects of
increasing travel time.  Hence,
safety-valve adjustments via job
dispersion were continuing.
(Although we do not report data
on public transit, because the

sample size is so small, it is interesting to note that travel time
in that category increased much more over the period than in
the POV category.)

The top three panels of Table 4 compare aggregates for the three
NPTS/NHTS survey years.  Population growth was slightly higher
in the first five years (1990-95), but population shifted towards
the suburbs in each period.  In the second period (1995-2001),
only suburban-based trips increased, with nonwork trips
expanding more than worktrips.

These aggregate changes help explain changes in individual trip
statistics shown in the lower half of Table 4.  Trip times increased
in each period, but especially in the later period.  On the other
hand, suburban trip times for all trips fell in the first period, as
has been the norm for several decades.



In response to increased trip times (costs), travel frequencies rose
in the first period but declined in the second period. The
economic explanation is obvious: demand increases, pushing up
price and, as a result, quantities demanded per person fall.
Nevertheless, the shift to fewer trips is somewhat surprising, given
that vehicle miles traveled (VMT) increased rapidly (by 80 percent
from 1980 to 2000).

Despite the increase in commuting times, average total trip costs
(trip times x trip frequencies) fell in the later period for worktrips,
both for central city and suburban residents.  Telecommuting
opportunities may be part of the explanation, as Internet options
are probably more substitutable for worktrips than for other trips.
This explanation needs further investigation.

A companion Research Brief (Gordon, Lee and Richardson, 2004)
tries to answer some of these questions via a cross-sectional
analysis of all Urbanized Areas in MSAs/CMSAs with populations
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greater than 500,000 in 2000.  This sample includes 60 percent
of the metropolitan area population, obviously including the cities
with the most severe traffic problems.  The average one-way
commute in these Urbanized Areas in the last three Census years
(for all modes) was 20.44 minutes in 1980, 20.85 minutes in
1990 and 23.62 minutes in 2000.  The travel time change was
much greater in the 1990s and in the 1980s, a 13 percent
compared to only a 2 percent increase.

The change is not explained by more people using the much
slower public transit modes because transit’s share of commuting
fell in each decade.  The forthcoming Research Brief addresses
several hypotheses.  Larger populations are likely to result in more
congestion so urban growth might be expected to result in longer
commutes.  Tougher development controls and NIMBY opposition
to nearby commercial developments may have inhibited the
flexible spatial adjustments of the past.  Higher incomes may be
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associated with more vehicle miles traveled and hence longer
travel times (constant dollar per capita disposable income
increased by 13.9 percent in the late 1990s compared with only
3.7 percent in the first half of the decade).  Multiple worker
households may reduce average travel times as one worker
(usually female) chooses a shorter commute while the presence
of children may lengthen commuting times as some families may
tolerate longer commutes in order to locate in good school
districts.  More highway capacity should reduce commuting times.
Density may have an ambivalent effect depending upon the
balance between the congestion effects of crowding and the
proximity of homes and jobs.
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