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Commuting in America 2013: The National Report on Commuting Patterns and Trends

Brief 10. Commuting Mode Choice

This brief is the tenth in a series describing commuting in America. This body of work, 
sponsored by the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials 
(AASHTO) and carried out in conjunction with a National Cooperative Highway Research 
Program (NCHRP) project that provided supporting data, builds on three prior Commut-
ing in America documents that were issued over the past three decades. Unlike the prior 
reports that were single volumes, this effort consists of a series of briefs, each of which  
addresses a critical aspect of commuting in America. These briefs, taken together, comprise 
a comprehensive summary of American commuting. The briefs are disseminated through 
the AASHTO website (www.transportation.org). Accompanying data tables and an Exec-
utive Summary complete the body of information known as Commuting in America 2013 
(CIA 2013).

Information on mode use for commuting is a critical aspect of understanding com-
muting and a central issue in transportation policy. The inclusion of commuting mode 
questions in the American Community Survey (ACS) is testimony to the importance of 
commuting mode choice. The terms “mode usage,” “mode choice,” or “modal split” are 
often used to describe the decisions people make regarding their travel means. No aspect of 
commuting is more fraught with public policy interest than is the means of travel or mode 
chosen by workers to get to their work locations.1 One aspect of this is the desire to un-
derstand which modes are employed and in what ways as part of the need to supply public 
infrastructure and services, but, more often today, there are also concerns about energy 
use, emissions, and safety of each mode and other direct and indirect economic, social, 
and environmental factors that are of public policy concern. Of particular interest to many 
analysts and policymakers are changes in the extent of use of various modes of commuting. 
Understanding commuting mode trends provides insight 
into both transportation infrastructure and service needs 
and the quality-of-life-related consequences of travel.

Transportation analysts know that mode use varies as 
a function of the socio-demographic characteristics of com-
muters, the geographic distribution of residence and work 
places, and the quality and availability of various modal op-
tions. This brief explores many of the relationships between 
these characteristics and commuting mode choice. This 

1  The mode categories employed here primarily are those used by the Bureau of the Census in its American 
Community Survey (ACS) based on modes “usually used” last week. Other approaches are treated later in this 
brief and are identified when used.

The inclusion 
of mode choice 
questions in 
the American 
Community Survey 
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the importance of 
commuting mode 
choice.
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4 Commuting in America 2013: The National Report on Commuting Patterns and Trends

overview brief addresses national and regional trends in mode use and is complemented by 
a series of briefs that address trends within the major individual modes.

Understanding trends and conditions is a function of the data collected and how they 
are analyzed. Although there are probably more resources expended on measuring the 
modes chosen for work trips than any other expenditure for transportation statistics, 
the available data are still relatively limited, particularly given the increasing interest in 
modes that typically represent niche levels of use. In large part, this is because the seem-
ingly straightforward activity known as commuting is really a complex bundle of activities 
that has become more complex over time. The Commuting in America series over several 
decades has shed light on the complexity of commuting and its changes over time, yet our 
understanding of commuting behavior and the pace of change suffer from both the absence 
of a fully-developed theory of commuting behavior and data shortcomings.
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Overall Trends
Over the last 50 years, American commuting patterns have followed the seemingly straight-
forward lines shown in Figure 10-1. In effect, almost all of the growth in travel to work has 
been met by auto use, either by those driving alone or in carpools. The recent slowing in 
growth of private vehicle use seen in Figure 10-1 
is due predominantly to the decline in the growth 
of the total number of commuters in the past  
decade in contrast to the average growth in 
workers in previous decades over the baby boom 
period. There are many other factors at play here; 
the details of individual modes, the geographic 
patterns and trends, the influence of an aging 
population, the influx of immigrants, and the changing character of the overall economy all 
have some effect. In addition, the supply of facilities and services, market costs, and changes 
in societal interests and concerns are interwoven in the patterns and trends as well.

Figure 10-1. Long-Term Commuting Trend
Source: Census, ACS 2010

Looking at the data in more detail increases the understanding of what is happening in 
the broad trends. When the trend line for Private Vehicles shown in Figure 10-1 is disaggre-
gated into its two components—Single Occupant Vehicle (SOV) (a person driving alone) 
and Carpool (groups of two or more workers sharing a vehicle)—the pattern is more clear, 
as shown in Figure 10-2. Drive Alone continues to grow in share of total commuting, while 
the share of Carpool has declined continuously since measurements began. As a result, the 
numbers of car users has grown over the period, but the number of cars they use has grown 
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6 Commuting in America 2013: The National Report on Commuting Patterns and Trends

even faster, with 86.3 percent of all workers in private vehicles. In effect, persons per car or 
vehicle occupancy for commuting has declined.

Figure 10-2. Private Vehicle Mode Share Trend
Source: Census, ACS 2010

Brief 12 explores private vehicle commuting in more 
detail. Brief 13 explores transit commuting, and Brief 14 
explores walk and bicycle commuting in greater detail.

Trends in the modes of travel other than private vehi-
cle travel are shown in greater detail in Figure 10-3. These 
other modes are separated from private vehicles so that the 
detailed patterns are not masked by the magnitude of the 
differences between them as in Figure 10-1. But, even at this 
level, some modal patterns are unclear. Three trends stand out here and are worth noting:

•	 The multi-decade decline in transit use has reversed, with a modest rebound 
since 2000.

•	 There is a continuing but slowing decline in walking to work.
•	 There is a trend of increases in working at home (WAH) that accelerated in the 

last decade.
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It may be most helpful to consider commuting shares as having three categories. The 
dramatically dominant share is Private Vehicle commuting. A second category consists of 
Transit, Work at Home2, and Walk—which have similar share values, and a third category 
consists of Bicycle, Motorcycle, Taxi, and Other modes, each of which is used by fewer than 
1 percent of workers.

Figure 10-3. Detailed Mode Use Share Trend (Private Vehicles Excluded)
Source: Census, ACS 2010

A clearer way to see what has happened in the last decade is the identification of the net 
changes in the modes, as shown in Figure 10-4. It can be seen that only 8.7 million workers 
were added from 2000–2010, according to the ACS. SOV gained 7.8 million, while Carpool 
lost significant users, and Transit increased. WAH gained appreciably in the decade, almost 
double Transit. While the SOV increase from 2000 to 2010 accounts for 90 percent of the 
growth in workers, this share is actually a decline from prior decades where SOV growth 
was sufficient to capture all new workers and absorb workers who were abandoning other 
modes. Table 10-1 provides the detailed statistics by mode for the previous four decades.

2  Work at Home is not actually a mode of travel; rather, it is the absence of travel. However, it is often shown in 
analyses for completeness so that all workers are represented. In comparing commuting data, readers should 
use caution as to whether or not Work at Home is included in the commuting population (denominator) 
when shares are calculated. 
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Figure 10-4. Net Change in Workers 2000–2010
Source: Census, ACS 2010

Table 10-1. Long Term Modal Usage Trends

1980 1990 2000 2010

000 % 000 % 000 % 000 %

Total Workers 96,617 100.00 115,070 100.00 128,279 100.00 136,941 100.00

Drive Alone 62,193 64.37 84,215 73.19 97,102 75.70 104,858 76.57

Carpool 19,065 19.73 15,378 13.36 15,634 12.19 13,266 9.69

Transit 6,008 6.22 5,889 5.12 5,869 4.58 6,769 4.94

Taxicab 167 0.17 179 0.16 200 0.16 151 0.11

Motorcycle 419 0.43 237 0.21 142 0.11 267 0.19

Bicycle 468 0.48 467 0.41 488 0.38 731 0.53

Other 703 0.73 809 0.70 901 0.70 1,178 0.86

Walk (only) 5,413 5.60 4,489 3.90 3,759 2.93 3,797 2.77

Work at Home 2,180 2.26 3,406 2.96 4,184 3.26 5,924 4.33

Source: Census, ACS 2010

What Table 10-1 indicates is that 40.3 million workers were added from 1980 to 2010, 
with an additional 42.7 million SOV users, whereas carpoolers declined by 5.8 million.  
In the same time period, among the modes with the lowest shares, Work at Home gained 
the most, at 3.7 million; Transit gained 0.8 million, “Other” gained 0.5 million, and Bicycle 
gained almost 0.3 million. Walk was the other mode losing commuters, with a 1.6 million 
loss. Both Taxicab and Motorcycle lost slight amounts, although significant in their share. 
Note that, overall, because of the sharp declines in Carpool, the total Private Vehicle share 
rose only from 84.1 percent in 1980 to 86.3 percent despite the near 70 percent increase  
in SOV driving. In terms of scale of change, WAH was the major gainer, increasing  
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172 percent. Given that Work at Home participants make no demands on the transpor-
tation system for commuting, if their numbers are removed from the analysis, then only 
about 36.6 million commuters who were engaged in travel were added, in contrast with 
the 42.7 million new SOV users; therefore, nearly 6 million were drawn from other travel 
modes. The 30-year trend in commuter numbers by mode is shown in Figure 10-5.

Figure 10-5. Multi-Decade Commuting Trend by Mode (SOV Excluded)
Source: Census, ACS 2010
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Usual vs. Actual Commute!
The Census Bureau, when asking about the Journey to Work, confirms first that an em-
ployed person worked in the week previous to the survey, then asks about the “usual” mode 
of travel to work in that week. This is quite different from the typical approach in state or 
metropolitan travel surveys, where travel “yesterday” is the basis for recording travel, with 
travel dates designed to assure balance among days of the week. The National Household 
Travel Survey (NHTS) is specific about travel on a specific date to assure full representation 
of all days of the week, because transportation planners recognize that days of the week 
have significantly differing travel characteristics. Most agree that this is the superior ap-
proach. It is more exact and rules out the respondent’s need to think about his or her sense 
of “average” travel. The NHTS provides a valuable bridge between these two methods, by 
asking both questions at different times in an interview. The comparison is what people say 
regarding how they “usually” commuted versus what they actually did when asked about 
a specific occasion. Table 10-2 shows that, when compared at the “usual” scale, the two 
surveys are very close.

Table 10-3 provides the relationship between the usual and actual and shows what alter-
natives to the usual mode were used on the actual travel day. In some respects, this can be 
seen as a “brand loyalty” measure, but it really clarifies that each day may vary significantly 
from a typical or usual day. 

Table 10-2. 2009 NHTS and 2010 ACS Comparison of Usual Travel

2009 NHTS 2010 ACS†

Auto 89.40% 90.20%

Public Transportation 5.10% 5.16%

Walk 2.80% 2.90%
†  Because WAH is not included in the NHTS series, ACS 2010 has been adjusted by removing WAH from the 

calculation to assure valid comparison.

Table 10-3. Usual Versus Yesterday's Travel Mode, 2009 NHTS

“Usual”  
Commute Mode On Travel Day, Percent Commuted by

Drove Alone Carpool transit Walk bicycle Other

Drive Alone 93.5 5.6 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.4

Carpool 42.9 54.8 0.5 1.0 — 0.8

Public Transportation 13.2 9.2 68.3 6.6 0.8 1.9

Walk 6.1 9.3 3.4 80.2 0.2 0.7

Bicycle 13.8 3.3 6.0 2.6 73.0 1.4

Other‡ 64.1 19.0 4.2 4.3 0.3 8.0
‡  Other can be motorcycle, taxi, airplane, Amtrak, or school bus.

© 2013 by the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials.
All rights reserved. Duplication is a violation of applicable law.
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The simplest way to interpret Table 10-3 is to read down along the diagonal to see what 
percent of people who usually use a mode actually do so on a given day. Some significant 
points worth noting: 

•	 Drive Alone—exhibits the highest percentage of “loyalty”—whether out of  
preference or lack of alternatives is not clear. Notably, when workers do not  
drive alone, they almost exclusively shift to carpooling, perhaps when a vehicle is 
needed elsewhere or is under repair. Total loyalty to the private vehicle comes to 
99 percent.

•	 Carpool—a similar level of private vehicle loyalty (97.7 percent) is shown by 
carpoolers, but they are much more likely to shift away from pooling on a given 
day. At 54.8 percent, this is a significant decline from 2001 when usual carpoolers 
actually used carpools 74.8 percent of the time; indicating, perhaps, that satisfac-
tion with the carpool experience is declining or that the desire or opportunity to 
carpool is not always realizable. It should be noted that most carpools are 2-per-
son carpools, so if one person in the carpool chooses not to carpool that day, 
then actually 2 people stop carpooling that day.

•	 Transit—exhibits the lowest level of loyalty after Carpool, with 68.3 percent actu-
al use. This may be some answer bias associated with the desire to designate pub-
lic transit as a regular mode or dissatisfaction with the transit experience under 
certain conditions. Significantly, one can see that a large number shift to driving 
alone or carpooling on a given day, at 13.2 percent and 9.2 percent, respectively. 
But also of significance is that 7.4 percent choose to walk or bike when they opt 
out of transit. These differing choices may be strongly related to the availability 
of options on any given day and such factors as weather and if the trip is chained 
with other activities. The data indicate that more transit users shift to private 
means of travel on a typical day than the reverse. 

•	 Walk—has the second highest loyalty factor, at 80.2 percent. Shifts are substan-
tially to the auto and, to a lesser extent transit; again, distance and weather are 
likely to be the key factors. There are only minor shifts to bicycling. 

•	 Bicycle—also exhibits considerable loyalty, at 73 percent—again, with major 
shifts to the private vehicle and, to a lesser extent, to transit, but greater orienta-
tion to transit as a substitute than among walkers. A significant share opt to walk 
when they do not bike, bearing out that these are trips that are likely to be limited 
in length.

© 2013 by the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials.
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Insight can be gained regarding changes in the past 
decade by inspecting the data at the Census Region level, 
as shown in Figure 10-6. The most striking attribute of the 
figure is the overall loss of workers in the Midwest and the 
notable effect it had on carpooling. A further emphatic 
pattern is the expansion of workers in the South and, to a 
lesser extent, the West. The South and West accounted for 92 percent of the nation’s work-
er growth in the period. It can be seen that the decline in Carpool was relatively uniform 
across the country; Work at Home also showed proportional uniform increases. Transit was 
notably affected by the decline in workers in the Midwest.

Figure 10-6. Mode Change in Workers 2000–2010 by Census Region
Source: Census, ACS 2010

If the 2000 to 2010 trends are plotted by region, the three groupings of modes is made 
clearer, as exhibited in Figure 10-7. The main effect of these charts is to exemplify how 
distinct the Northeast is from the rest of the country. Figure 10-7 is notable for showing 
that the Northeast showed a slight decline in percentage of Drive Alone, whereas all other 
regions had moderate increases in share. Carpool declined rather uniformly in all regions.

The Northeast also differs in that Transit actually 
exceeds Carpool in share of travel. The sharp declines in 
Carpool share by region are clear, with the range of decline 
from 16 to 20 percent in mode share—lowest in the North-
east and Midwest and highest in the South and West. The 
three regions excluding the Northeast exhibit clearly the 
clustering of the Public Transportation, Walk, and Work 
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Figure 10-7. Mode Trends by Region 2000–2010
Source: Census, ACS 2010
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at Home modes, all with similar shares of work travel. There is the cluster of even smaller 
share third-tier modes—Taxicab, Bicycle, Motorcycle, and Other. All are below 1 percent in 
share—only Bicycle is shown in Figure 10-7—exhibiting slight gains in share in the North-
east and Midwest and declines in the South and West.
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Mode Use by Gender and Age
Of the 136.9 million workers in 2010, about 72 million (52.5 percent) were male. This is 
only a small increase, about 3.7 million, from 2000 and down slightly in share from 53.2 
percent in 2000. The number of female workers expanded by just over 4.9 million, up from 
almost exactly 60 million in 2000, attaining a rather astonishing share, almost 60 percent, 
of the growth in workers in the decade. As a result, in 2010, the number of female workers 
rose to 64.9 million workers and 47.5 percent of the work force.

As the share of females in the work force continues to grow, their modal usage patterns, 
with some small exceptions, continue to approach the patterns of men. Table 10-4 displays 
the mode shares for males and females in 2010. Its final column presents the female-to-
male ratio of those shares.3

Table 10-4. Modal Shares by Gender
Commute Mode Male Female F/M Ratio

Car, Truck, Van 86.07% 86.47% 100.5

Drive Alone 76.19% 77.00% 101.1

Carpool: 9.88% 9.47% 95.9

2-person carpool 7.51% 7.52% 100.2

3-person carpool 1.32% 1.21% 91.9

4-or-more-person carpool 1.05% 0.74% 70.3

Public Transportation: 4.63% 5.29% 114.4

Bus or Trolley Bus 2.34% 2.95% 126.4

Streetcar or Trolley Car 0.06% 0.07% 120.1

Subway or Elevated 1.62% 1.78% 109.6

Railroad 0.58% 0.47% 80.8

Ferryboat 0.03% 0.02% 72.8

Bicycle 0.75% 0.30% 39.7

Walk 2.85% 2.68% 94.1

Taxicab, Motorcycle, Other 1.44% 0.86% 59.4

Work at Home 4.26% 4.40% 103.1

Source: ACS 2010

Most notably, female workers now have a greater tendency to drive alone than male 
workers, but their carpool orientation is far less than that of male workers. While female 
participation in 2-person carpools is effectively identical to male participation, it is lower 
than male participation in larger carpools, and the gender differences are greater than they 
were in 2000.

3  For example, females have a slightly greater orientation toward using private vehicles (car, truck or van); their 
share of 86.47 percent over men’s share of 86.07 percent gives a ratio of 100.5.
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Females still have a greater orientation to Public Trans-
portation than males, except for Railroad and Ferryboat, 
but all of the differences are less extreme than they were in 
2000. Females’ tendency to use transit was a ratio of 114.4 
to 100 males in 2010, down from 123.2 in 2000.

In regard to Walk, females have switched from more 
reliance on walking than males (a share 102 percent of the 
male share in 2000) to less reliance on walking in 2010 
(about 94 percent of male share). The gap between males 
and females is sharply closing in Work at Home; in 2000, it was 129 females per 100 males, 
but in 2010 it was only 103 females per 100 males. Effectively, the gender gap has closed as 
females took more jobs outside the home, and a greater share of males work at home. In 
terms of shares, male Work at Home rose to 4.26 percent from 2.88 percent, whereas female 
Work at Home rose from 3.72 percent to 4.40 percent. While the gender gap is still substan-
tial in Bicycle, it has closed, from a female share that was 28.0 percent of the male share, 
to 2010, where it rose to 39.7 percent. Although still at less than 1 percent, both shares for 
males and females grew substantially.

When these patterns are differentiated by Census Region of the U.S., there appear to be 
few differences between males and females across regions, with both groups exhibiting the 
characteristics of their regions in very similar degrees. As before, the Northeast stands out 
as distinctive from the other regions in terms of orientation to Transit and Walk and lower 
orientation to Private Vehicle.

We are at a time when the treatment of gender differ-
ences in modal travel will be almost without significant 
meaning. Occupation, industry factors, income, and urban 
area characteristics are more significant in explaining differ-
ences in travel behavior.

The baby-boom generation, which generated so much 
interest and concern in commuting and travel behavior 
over the last 30 years, is aging out of the labor force. In 
many ways, the CIA series, beginning in 1986, has been the 
documentation of this group’s working history. At the same time, a new generation is ar-
riving into the work force that may be very different than its forebears. A third group—the 
key group—is the main working-age population. These three age groups—the new group, 
the main working group, and the baby boomers—each impact overall commuting trends. 
Figure 10-8 shows the magnitude of the workforce in the various age cohorts by mode.

As the share of 
females in the work 
force continues to 
grow, their modal 
usage patterns, 
with some small 
exceptions, continue 
to approach the 
patterns of males.

Socio-economic and 
demographic factors 
beyond gender are 
now more relevant 
in understanding 
variations in 
commuting  
behaviors across  
the population.
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Figure 10-8. Workers by Mode and Age
Source: ACS 2010
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Figure 10-9. Modal Share by Age
Source: ACS 2010
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Figure 10-9 shows the same data but presented in terms 
of modal shares. A notable factor is the rise and fall of 
driving alone with age. Carpool, Transit, and Bicycle reach 
their peaks in the 25–34 age groups and then start a grad-
ual decline in Carpool and Public Transportation, with a 
sharper decline in Bicycle. Work at Home and Walk exhibit 
different patterns from the other modes. Work at Home 
grows in share continuously with age. Walk peaks at ages 
16–24 and declines significant thereafter before increasing 
in the 65–74 and 75+ cohorts.

Figure 10-9 displays the composition of each mode in 
terms of the age groups that use them. The most evident 
patterns in the figure are the stronger emphasis on transit among the young group (ages 
16–34) and their exceptional role in Walk and Bicycle. The young group comprises more 
than half of Bicycle and Walk commuters but represents only about one-third of all work-
ers. Within that group, the youngest, accounting for only 13 percent of the work force, 
account for 31 percent of Walk commuters, 23 percent of Bicycle, and 15 percent of Transit, 
including 19 percent of Bus. The main working age group (ages 35–54) is strongest in Rail-
road, Ferryboat, and Work at Home. The most predominant area for the older work group 
is their heavy emphasis in Work at Home.

Table 10-5 provides full detail on mode shares aggregated for the three age groups. 
Again, the younger age groups exhibit a unique pattern, with the highest levels for Car-
pool, Transit, Walk, and Bicycle. This contrasts with the greater tendency in the other  
age groups to drive alone. Also notable is the 6.5 percent share among aging boomers in 
working at home.

Young workers 
comprise more than 
half of Bicycle and 
Walk commuters. 
Within that group, 
those ages 16–24 
account for only 13 
percent of the work 
force, yet account for 
31 percent of Walk 
and 23 percent of 
Bicycle commuters.
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Table 10-5. Mode Shares by Age Group

Mode

Initial  
Work Group 
(Ages 16–34)

Main Work 
Years Group 
(Ages 35–54)

Aging-Out 
Boomers 

(Ages 55+) All

Total Workers 47.0 million 63.1 million 27.0 million 137 million

Drive Alone 73.3% 78.3% 78.7% 76.7%

Carpool 11.6% 9.3% 7.3% 9.7%

Public Transportation 6.1% 4.5% 4.0% 4.9%

Taxicab 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1%

Motorcycle 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 0.2%

Bicycle 0.8% 0.4% 0.3% 0.5%

Walk 4.2% 1.9% 2.3% 2.8%

Work at Home 2.8% 4.5% 6.5% 4.3%

Other 1.0% 0.8% 0.7% 0.9%

Source: 2010 ACS

Table 10-6 delves more deeply into the young worker group by comparing changes  
in this cohort between 2000 and 2010. The data indicate an overall shrinkage in this  
group as well as mode share changes, with significant growth in Work at Home and Public 
Transportation in spite of a decline in the overall group size. Private Vehicle use declined 
substantially, with its overall share dropping 1.9 percent; however, it remains dominant at 
84.9 percent.

Table 10-6. Mode Share and Changes by Mode for Young Workers, 2000 and 2010

Mode

2000 Initial  
Work Group  
(Ages 16–34)

2010 Initial  
Work Group  
(Ages 16–34)

Change in Number 
of Commuters

Total Workers 47.86 million 46.99 million -872,000

Private Vehicle 86.8% 84.9% -1,650,000

Public Transportation 5.4% 6.1% +246,000

Taxicab 0.2% 0.1% -34,000

Motorcycle 0.1% 0.2% +24,000

Bicycle 0.6 % 0.8% +99,000

Walk 4.1% 4.2% -5,000

Work at Home 1.9 % 2.8% +378,000

Other 0.8% 1.0% +70,000

Source: 2000 Census, 2010 ACS
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Mode Use by Race and Ethnicity
Matters of race and ethnicity in transportation are often found to be co-mingled with mat-
ters of income, occupation, geographic residence, stage in the life cycle, and other socio-eco-
nomic factors. However, we continue to trace and examine such characteristics as modal 
usage versus race and ethnicity. The first strong distinction seen in Table 10-7 is that between 
Hispanics and White Non-Hispanics. For Hispanics, the Carpool share is twice as large, and 
Transit is almost triple in share; all mode categories are greater, with the exception of Drive 
Alone and Work at Home. When Carpool is disaggregated, the real distinctions are within 
the large pools—the larger the carpool, the greater the disparity. Among carpoolers with four 
or more riders, Hispanics have a share more than three times that of White Non-Hispanics. 
Factors considered later—age, income, and occupation—shed further light on these findings.

A matter of further interest regarding the work travel 
characteristics of the Hispanic population is that they often 
occupy a position midway between the White Non-His-
panic and Black populations. That is less clear now than in 
the past. Of interest is that the Hispanic and Black popula-
tions have about the same orientation to the private vehicle 
(about 84 percent) but with a sharply different orientation 
toward driving alone and carpooling. Transit share is 
greatest among the Black population, while the Hispanic 
group leads in biking. The Asian population, which has 
characteristics more similar to the Hispanic group in regard 
to private vehicles, has transit share characteristics closer to the Black population. Interest-
ingly, the Asian group leads substantially in Walk among all groups and are second in Work 
at Home.

Matters of race 
and ethnicity in 
transportation are 
often found to be co-
mingled with matters 
of income, occupa-
tion, geographic 
residence, stage in 
the life cycle, and 
other socio-economic 
factors.
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Table 10-7. Mode Shares by Race and Ethnicity

Whitea Hispanic Asiana Blacka
American 

Indiana All

Drive Alone 80.1% 67.8% 67.2% 72.5% 75.0% 76.7%

Carpool 8.0% 15.8% 13.1% 9.7% 12.6% 9.7%

Public 
Transportation 2.9% 7.8% 10.4% 10.9% 3.0% 4.9%

Bicycle 0.5% 0.7% 0.5% 0.2% 0.3% 0.5%

Walk 2.6% 3.2% 4.0% 2.6% 3.7% 2.8%

Work at Home 4.9% 2.8% 3.8% 2.6% 3.8% 4.3%

Other 1.0% 1.8% 1.0% 1.4% 1.5% 1.2%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

total Workers 92,300,585 20,377,332 6,923,815 14,351,838 594,584 137,026,072

a Non-Hispanic

Source: ACS 2010

In terms of trends, Hispanic travel patterns have changed from 2000; the most signif-
icant change has been in Drive Alone, which rose from 60.6 percent to 67.8 percent, with 
Carpool dropping substantially, from 22.7 percent registered in 2000 to below 16 percent in 
2010. Transit usage declined slightly in share, from 8.6 percent to 7.8 percent. Walk and Bi-
cycle also declined slightly. Consistent with the pattern of moving toward White Non-His-
panic patterns, Work at Home also rose.

Patterns for the Black population showed similar chang-
es, with sharp increases in Driving Alone, from 67 percent 
in 2000 to above 72 percent in 2010. As expected, Carpool 
showed sharp declines, from 16 percent to under 10 per-
cent of Black commuters. Transit showed a small decrease 
in share of about one percentage point. Most notable was 
that Work at Home had a significant rise, from 1 percent to 
between 2 and 3 percent.

Patterns for the Asian group showed little change from 2000 to 2010, except, as with 
other groups, showing sharp declines in Carpool. The group’s high levels of walking were 
unchanged from 2000. In 2010, its mode usage was similar to Hispanic patterns, with 
slightly less carpooling and slightly more transit usage and a greater orientation to walking.

American Indian working populations are relatively small, at less than 600,000, as mea-
sured by the ACS. The group’s orientation to the private vehicle is the same as the White 
Non-Hispanic population, but with a greater orientation toward carpooling, although not 

The era of rapid 
growth in auto-
based commuting 
is over, but the era 
of auto commuting 
dominating the 
commute mode 
choice is not.
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quite as great as Hispanics. Again, as with others, the American Indian population’s shift 
was from Carpool to Drive Alone over the decade. Given the nature of their geographic 
locations, the group’s use of transit is slight, at 3 percent, and unchanged from 2000, as was 
their use of walking and working at home.

The data shown in Figure 10-10 are revealing regarding the racial and ethnic composi-
tion of mode usage. Among the distinctive observations are the strong roles of the White 
Non-Hispanic population in Drive Alone and Motorcycle, the strong role of the Black 
population in Transit and Taxicab, and the strong roles of the Hispanic group in Carpool 
and Transit. The Black population is the only group that has a greater number of riders in 
Transit than in Carpool.

Figure 10-10. Racial and Ethnic Composition of Mode Usage for Commuting
Source: ACS 2010
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Mode Use by Year of Entry
Commuting in America III identified a key trend in American commuting, namely the im-
pact of the number of years immigrants had been in the U.S. on their modal choices. Figure 
10-11 shows the distribution of the 23.5 million immigrant commuters by year of arrival. 
Immigrants constitute 17.3 percent of the U.S. workforce. When those who arrived between 
2005 and 2010 are compared to the number who arrived in prior periods, the effect of the 
downward immigration shift because of the recession appears significant.

Figure 10-11. Distribution of Immigrant Commuters by Year of Arrival
Source: ACS 2010

Figure 10-12 shows the long-term trend of modal behavior as immigrants spend more 
time in their chosen country. It is significant that the patterns become more and more like the 
patterns of those born in the U.S. but never quite reach the same levels, even after 30 years.

Figure 10-12. Trend in Mode Use with Time in America
Source: ACS 2010
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It is difficult to assess to what extent the shifts in mode 
are a product of assimilation or attributable to aging-based 
changes in travel behavior of the immigrant population. 
A more detailed picture would be to compare immigrant 
behaviors to those of similar age cohorts of commuters born 
in U.S. for a given race-ethnicity group (e.g., Hispanic).

Perhaps a clearer view of immigrant roles with respect 
to modes is shown in Figure 10-13, which depicts the usage 
shares of all modes for immigrants as a group and for those 
born in the U.S. The strong role of immigrants, who consti-
tute only about 17 percent of the workforce, in Carpool, Public Transportation, and  
Walk is clear.

Figure 10-13 Commuting Mode Share by Immigrant Status
Source: ACS 2010
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Immigrants are 
nearly 50 percent 
more likely to walk, 
nearly twice as likely 
to carpool, and 
nearly three times as 
likely to use transit 
for commuting as are 
commuters born in 
the U.S.
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Mode Use by Income
At one time, income was a crucial determinant of mode usage; it is less so today. Although 
there is still sharp variation in some modes at some levels of income, the overall pattern is 
more homogeneous than in the past. The patterns4 in 2010, as shown in Figure 10-14, are 
very similar to those shown in 2000. At the lowest income level, 65 percent of workers drive 
alone to work, rising with income and peaking at roughly 80 percent at incomes between 
$60,000 and $120,000, and then dropping off at the highest income levels where Work at 
Home, Taxicab, and Railroad become significant. Carpool accounts for above 10 percent 
of commutes among the lower income categories, dropping below that share at the 60,000 
level. Below a household income of $15,000, Transit is in the range of 8 percent, dropping 
below 6 percent at $25,000, and rising above 6 percent again at the highest income levels.

Both Taxicab and Work at Home exhibit similar patterns, with the highest shares at the 
lowest and highest income levels. Bicycle and Walk have the sharpest change, with their 
highest shares below $15,000 and then dropping sharply to roughly half thereafter. Walk 
rises slightly at the highest income levels.

Figure 10-14. Mode Use by Household Income of Worker
Source: ACS 2010

4  Incomes here are household incomes of workers—if two workers together earn $80,000, they both are 
included in the $75,000–$100,000 income category.
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Another way of seeing this is to consider 
the income composition of the individual 
modes. Figure 10-15 displays these patterns 
using a broader clustering of income levels 
for clarity. The total income distribution of 
workers is shown in the final column for un-
derstanding of scale. Because of its large scale, 
the Drive Alone category most closely emu-
lates the total distribution. A very distinctive 
mode in terms of income distribution, perhaps to be expected, is Walk, with more than half 
its users in households with incomes under $50,000. At the other end of the scale is Work at 
Home with under 30 percent at under $50,000 and 40 percent above $100,000. Perhaps the 
most distinctive is the Commuter Rail and Ferryboat components of Public Transportation, 
with more than one-third of ridership from income levels above $150,000.

Figure 10-15. Modal Composition by Income Group
Source: ACS 2010

Mode Use by Vehicles Available
Vehicle availability is a critical factor in the choice of personal vehicle commuting. Histor-
ically, income and vehicle availability were highly correlated; however, the more ubiqui-
tous level of vehicle ownership in recent decades results in vehicle availability levels being 
relatively high throughout the income spectrum. More recently, recognition of a growing 
segment of carless-by-choice households can confound historical relationships. Figure 10-
16 shows the vehicle availability distribution of households with workers. Only 4 percent of 
workers live in a household without vehicles. Another 22 percent live in a household with 
one car. Nearly three-quarters of all workers live in multi-vehicle households.
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At the lowest income level 65% 
of workers drive alone to work 
rising with income and peaking 
at roughly 80% at incomes 
above $60,000, and then 
dropping off at the highest 
income levels where working 
at home, taxis, and commuter 
rail become significant.
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Figure 10-16. Share of Households with Workers by Vehicle Availability
Source: ACS 2010

Figure 10-17 presents the mode use of workers by the number of vehicles in the work-
er’s household, recognizing that this does not necessarily mean that a worker will or will 
not have a vehicle at their disposal for work travel. However, for households with more than 
one vehicle, Drive alone is at or above 80 percent.

Figure 10-17. Mode Use of Workers by Vehicles per Household
Source: ACS 2010

The most interesting data revealed is the mode of transport to work among workers 
whose households do not own a vehicle.

As shown in Figure 10-18, 21 percent of those in households without vehicles say they 
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these types of questions. This typically involves the respon-
dent not counting a “company car” or use of vehicles that 
are rented or borrowed from friends and relatives. The 
Census counts vehicles in the sense of “regularly available 
to the household.” Interestingly, the carpool usage of those 
without vehicles is not sharply different from those with ve-
hicles. In general, carpooling runs about 12 percent among 
those without vehicles, not sharply different than those with 
plentiful vehicles available. Carpooling never drops below  
9 percent no matter how many vehicles are available.

Figure 10-18. Mode Use by Workers in Zero-Vehicle Households
Source: ACS 2010

Transit usage is the most pronounced among 
zero-vehicle households, with 41 percent of 
zero-vehicle household commuters constituting 
about 37 percent of all transit commuters. Walk, 
Drive Alone, and Carpool use are all substantially 
greater than other modes. Walk drops from 15 per-
cent to less than 4 percent among those with one 
vehicle and then drops below 2 percent at subse-
quent levels of vehicle ownership. Bicycle exhibits 
a similar pattern, dropping from 2.73 percent to 0.8 percent at one car and then below 0.4 
percent thereafter. Both Walk and Bicycle derive about one-quarter of their commuter users 
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Public Transportation usage 
is the most pronounced 
among zero-vehicle 
households. In zero-
vehicle households, 41% 
of workers use public 
transportation and they 
constitute about 37% of  
all transit commuters.

Interestingly, the car-
pool usage of those 
without vehicles is not 
sharply different from 
those with vehicles. 
Carpooling runs about 
12% among those 
without vehicles, but 
never drops below 9% 
no matter how many 
vehicles are available.

© 2013 by the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials.
All rights reserved. Duplication is a violation of applicable law.



28 Commuting in America 2013: The National Report on Commuting Patterns and Trends

from zero-vehicle households. For Taxicab, almost half of ridership comes from zero-vehi-
cle households.

Mode Use by Occupation and Industry
Mode usage by occupation and industry incorporates many of the earlier observations. 
Figure 10-19 shows the occupational composition of the major transportation modes. One 
part of this display is clear—jobs that are center-city-oriented and service, management, 
and business occupations tend to be more transit oriented, whereas those activities that 
are often outside cities, such as natural resources, production, and construction, tend to be 
carpool- and SOV-oriented.

Figure 10-19. Mode Use by Worker Occupational Categories
Source: ACS 2010

Figure 10-20 shows the mode use for each main industrial category, which, in some cas-
es, mirrors the occupation categories. A higher propensity for carpooling in construction, 
manufacturing, and agriculture, for example, is apparent. Transit is more commonly used 
for FIRE (Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate) and in professional and scientific adminis-
tration as well as the arts, recreation, lodging, and restaurant services. These orientations 
by occupation and industry provide insights that overlay many of the racial, ethnic, gender, 
and income differences viewed earlier.
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Figure 10-20 Share of Workers by Mode and by Worker Industry Categories
Source: ACS 2010

Summary
Commuting, as a substantial share of all travel, is an important factor in determining the 
market for the various modes. Multi-decade trends in commuting mode choice are charac-
terized by a consistent increase in personal vehicle domination until approximately 2000. 
Around that time, a host of factors appear to have contributed to some changes in course 
for historical trends. The rate of increase in the number of private auto commuters moder-
ated. A major factor was the slowing growth rate of the total commuter market, but changes 
in shares for the various modes also played a factor. Carpooling continued to decline in 
share, but some other modes showed reverses in historical trends. Public Transportation, in 
particular, has shown evidence of a bottoming our of commute mode share in the late 1990s 
with a modest upward trend since. Walk’s share moderated its declining pace, and Bicycle 
showed some rebound. Among the more significant changes was growth in Work at Home.

Part of the historical growth in driving resulted from shifts from other modes to driv-
ing. With many of these modes at low levels, as noted in CIA3, they are no longer able to 
provide a significant source of new auto commuters and may have reached base levels of 
support. In addition, moderate declines or slight rebounds in shares for these modes could 
further undermine workforce-size-driven growth of auto commuting. While changes in 
shares are important indicators of future market needs, of more significance in understand-
ing the demand for the various modes is the growth in the overall commuter workforce, 
which (see Brief 3, Population and Worker Trends) is forecast to be much more moderate 
going forward.
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While the collective body of evidence suggests we are 
seeing some meaningful changes in commuter mode choice 
trends, it is important to recognize these changes are rel-
atively moderate. Economic, demographic, technological, 
and generational changes in values are all intertwined as 
potential causal factors in influencing commuting mode 
choice decisions. Each of these dynamic forces contributes to the resultant travel behaviors. 
As one might expect, existing transportation infrastructure and service investments, current 
land use patterns, and core values of the population with respect to such things as value of 
time, convenience, safety, environmental sensitivity, flexibility, etc., are likely to mitigate 
against all but modest changes in overall mode choice shares over the short term. However, 
the half-century trend of rapid growth in auto commuting appears to be behind us.

The half-century 
trend of rapid 
growth in auto 
commuting is 
appears to be  
behind us.
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1. Overview—establishes institutional context, objectives, importance, data sources, and products 
to be produced.

2. The Role of Commuting in Overall Travel—presents national trend data on the relative role 
of commuting in overall person travel; explores commuting as a share of trips, miles of travel, 
and travel time at the national level.

3. Population and Worker Trends—provides very basic and key national demographic data.
4. Population and Worker Dynamics—focuses on the dynamics of the population and work-

force, including data on migration, immigration, and differential rates of growth.

5. The Nature and Pattern of Jobs—defines employment and describes it in terms of its 
temporal, geographic, and other features.

6. Job Dynamics—looks at trends as they relate to jobs, including work at home, full-time versus 
part-time, job mobility, and changes in the nature and distribution of job types.

7. Vehicle and Transit Availability—reports on vehicle ownership and licensure levels and the 
availability of transit services. It also references factors influencing the availability of bike, walk, 
and carpool commute options.

8. Consumer Spending on Transportation—reports on various trends related to household 
spending on transportation.

9. How Commuting Influences Travel—explores how commuting travel influences overall 
travel trends temporally and geographically.

10. Commuting Mode Choice—provides a summary of mode choice for commuting (including 
work at home).

11. Commuting Departure Time and Trip Time—reports descriptive information on travel 
time and time left home, including national and selected additional data for metro area sizes.

12. Auto Commuting—addresses trends in privately-owned vehicle (POV) and shared-ride 
commuting.

13. Transit Commuting—addresses transit commuting.
14. Bicycling and Walking Commuting—addresses bicycling and walking as commuting modes.
15. Commuting Flow Patterns—addresses commuting flow patterns for metro area geographic 

classifications.

16. The Evolving Role of Commuting—synthesizes and interprets materials developed in the 
prior briefs to paint a picture of the current role of commuting in overall travel and evolving 
trends to watch going forward.

ES. CIA 2013 Executive Summary

Commuting in America 2013 Briefs Series 
The CIA 2013 series will include the briefs listed below as well as a CIA 2013 Executive Summary and  
supporting data files, all available at the CIA 2013 website traveltrends.transportation.org. The website also 
includes a glossary of terms, documentation of data sources, and additional resources. The series of briefs 
included in CIA 2013 are:
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