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Executive Summary 
 
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the percentage of people working from home in the United States was less 
than 5%.1 In other words, most workers in the country had to go to their workplace using different means of 
transportation, which involved taking from a few minutes to more than one hour to get there. This report 
documents the evolution of commuting times in the United States between 1990 and 2018.2 
 
There are two main findings. First, about half of the population in the country took between 10 and 30 
minutes to commute to work—a figure consistent over time. That said, the second finding is that the 
proportion of people taking more than half an hour to get to work has been increasing steadily. Although the 
exact reason for this increase is not available with these data, the rise in commuting times can be attributed to 
jobs being located farther away from people’s homes, more traffic on roads, or a change in the means of 
transportation used. 
 
In terms of race, non-Hispanic whites have the highest proportion of people in the shorter commuting times 
(less than 30 minutes) compared to other racial and ethnic groups. For example, by 2018, 25.4% of non-
Hispanic white workers took less than 10 minutes to get to work, compared to 18.2% of Asians in the same 
category. Latinos (21.3%) and non-Hispanic blacks (19.5%) were in between of the other two racial and ethnic 
groups. 
 
Conversely, the share of non-Hispanic whites taking more than one hour to work was 4.2% in 2018, compared 
to Latinos (4.5%), non-Hispanic blacks (5.1%), and Asians (6.1%).  
 
When broken down by sex, men had higher commuting times than women over the same period. For 
example, 21.8% of men in 2018 took less than 10 minutes to get to work compared to 25.4% women. In turn, 
5.4% of men took more than 60 minutes compared to 3.5% of women in the same commuting category. 
Mirroring the general trends, this pattern was repeated among racial and ethnic groups. 
 
Regarding marital status, single people had higher percentages in the shorter commuting times than married 
people: 34.2% among the former and 29.8% among the latter in 1990 and decreasing to 25.8% and 21.8% 
respectively in 2018. Marital status did not affect the racial and ethnic distribution of commuting times. 
 
When accounting for income, there was no clear trend affecting commuting times beyond the general 
movement described earlier. A similar trend was found regardless of poverty status. 
 
 
  

 
1 See LDP report 101 about means of transportation to work. 
2 This report uses the American Community Survey PUMS (Public Use Microdata Series) data for all years released by the Census 
Bureau and reorganized for public use by the Minnesota Population Center, University of Minnesota, IPUMSusa, 
(https://usa.ipums.org/usa/index.shtml). See Public Use Microdata Series Steven Ruggles, J. Trent Alexander, Katie Genadek, Ronald 
Goeken, Matthew B. Schroeder, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 5.0 [Machine-readable 
database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2019. Because there is no data on the location of the job respondents had at the 
time of the survey, this report only focuses on the time it took workers to get to their workplace. The author wants to thank Horacio 
Rocha for his support processing parts of the data in this report. 
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Commuting Times by Poverty Status 
 
When analyzed by poverty status, commuting times mirrored general trends of decreasing shorter commutes 
and increasing longer ones. (See figure 16.) The most stable commuting time was between 10 and 30 minutes, 
which had few variations over the study period regardless of poverty status. For example, while in 1990, 49.4% 
of people in poverty and 51.7% of those not in poverty commuted in this time frame, by 2018 the rates were 
50.4% and 51.6%—a slight increase among the former and a marginal decrease of 0.1 percentage points among 
the latter.  
 
Bigger differences were found among those that take less than 10 minutes to work both over time and by 
poverty status. In 1990, the percentage of people in poverty in this time frame was 35.9%, compared to 30.1% 
of those not in poverty. These rates dropped to 30.5% and 22.7% respectively by 2018.  
 
Conversely, there was an increase in the percentage of people in the other two commuting times regardless of 
poverty status. This proportion of people taking between 30 and 60 minutes to work went from 12.4% in 1990 
to 15.7% in 2018 among people in poverty and from 15.4% to 21.1% among those not in poverty. In turn, 
although both groups had similar starting percentages among people who took more than one hour to work 
(2.4% in poverty comparted to 2.7% not in poverty), they experienced a slight increase in both the rates and the 
gap between them by 2018 (3.4% and 4.6% respectively).  
 

 
Similar trends were found by poverty status and race/ethnic group. There was a general decrease in the 
percentage of people in the shortest commuting time (less than 10 minutes) in every race and ethnic group. 
(See figure 17.) Non-Hispanic whites had the highest rates overall regardless of poverty status: 41.2% among 
non-Hispanic whites in poverty and 31.8% among those not in poverty in 1990. By 2018, these rates decreased 
to 35.7% and 24.6% respectively.  
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30.1%
32.9%

27.6%

33.4%

26.4%

30.5%

22.7%

49.4%
51.7%

48.7%
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12.4%
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17.5%
14.1%
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Figure 16
Percentage of the Total Population by Commuting Time to Work and Poverty 

Status. United States, 1990-2018

Less than 10 minutes Between 10 and 30 minutes Between 30 and 60 minutes More than 60 minutes
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There was a relative stability among non-Hispanic blacks in poverty, going from 27.6% in 1990 to 26.5% in 2018. 
In contrast, non-Hispanic blacks not in poverty experienced a decrease from 21.5% to 18.4% over the same 
period. 
 
Latinos both in and not in poverty experienced decreases in this commuting time bracket. In 1990, 27.6% of 
Latinos in poverty took less than 10 minutes to work, and by 2018, this figure was 25.4%. Among those not in 
poverty, the rate decreased from 25.6% to 20.6% over the same period. 
 
Among Asians, the percentage of people taking less than 10 minutes to work also decreased regardless of 
poverty status. In 1990, 31.7% of Asians in poverty were in this commuting bracket, which dropped to 25.9% in 
2018. Among Asians not in poverty, the rates went from 22.8% to 17.4% over the same period. 
 

 
The gaps among race and ethnic groups were smaller among people taking between 10 and 30 minutes to get 
to work, even when factoring poverty status, compared to other commuting times. (See figure 18.) It is worth 
noting that non-Hispanic whites had the lowest rates in this commuting time every year and by poverty status, 
while non-Hispanic blacks, Latinos and Asians presented somewhat similar rates. Among those in poverty, there 
was a relative stability over time. In 1990, 46.0% of non-Hispanic whites, 53.5% of non-Hispanic blacks, 54.0% 
of Latinos and 50.8% of Asians in poverty were in this time frame. By 2018, these numbers experienced small 
changes to 48.1%, 52.3%, 52.6% and 51.9% respectively.  
 
A similar stable trend was found among people not in poverty across every race and ethnic group. In 1990, there 
were 50.9% non-Hispanic whites, 56.2% non-Hispanic blacks, 54.3% Latinos and 53.2% Asians in poverty in this 
commuting category. By 2018, these figures became 51.1%, 53.5%, 52.3%, and 51.3% respectively. 
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According to figure 19, every race and ethnic group regardless of poverty status experienced an increase in the 
proportion of people taking between 30 and 60 minutes to work. The percentage of non-Hispanic whites in 
poverty in this commuting bracket went up from 10.1% in 1990 to 13.3% in 2018. In contrast, 14.7% of non-
Hispanic whites not in poverty were in the same commuting category in 1990 and experienced and increase to 
20.0% in 2018. This race group had the smallest representation in this commuting bracket. 
 
The increase experienced by non-Hispanic blacks was from 15.8% (in poverty) and 19.0% (not in poverty) in 1990 
to 17.0% and 22.9% respectively. Latinos in poverty went up from 15.7% to 28.6% over the same period, 
contrasting with the increase from 17.2% to 22.5% among Latinos not in poverty. Finally, Asians not in poverty 
had the largest representation in this time frame—coming from 20.8% in 1990 to about one-quarter (24.9%) in 
2018. Asians in poverty had a more modest increase from 15.2% to 17.6% over the same period. 
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The proportion of people taking more than one hour to work has increased as well regardless of poverty status 
or race/ethnic group. (See figure 20.) In 1990, the rate of non-Hispanic whites in poverty was 2.1% compared to 
2.6% among those not in poverty, but they went up to 3.0% and 4.3% respectively by 2018. This race group was 
also the smallest in this commuting category.  
 
The gap among non-Hispanic blacks by poverty status was marginal in 1990 (3.0% in poverty compared to 3.4% 
not in poverty), but it increased to one percentage point by 2018 (4.2% to 5.3% respectively). A similar small 
gap between poverty status was found among Latinos (2.7% in poverty and 2.9% not in poverty in 1990), which 
also increased to about one percentage point in 2018 (3.5% and 4.6% respectively). Asians were the group with 
the largest representation in this commuting category. While in 1990 only 2.2% of Asians in poverty and 3.2% 
of Asians not in poverty took more than one hour to work, these figures almost doubled by 2018 (4.6% and 6.2% 
respectively).  
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Concluding remarks 
 
The trends in this report showed a picture of the United States that changed after the COVID-19 pandemic but 
that nonetheless marked an interesting shift of increasing commuting times among the population, regardless 
of race, sex, marital status, income, or poverty.  
 
The fact that more people are taking longer to get to work reflects an important question about work-life 
balance and the geographical distribution of jobs. If people spend more time commuting, it means that they 
would have less time to do other activities, which in turn affects their wellbeing.  
 
But even though commuting times had been rising, it does not mean they rose equally. Non-Hispanic whites 
had the shortest commuting times among all racial and ethnic groups, and Asians had the longest ones. Latinos 
and non-Hispanic blacks were closer to Asians in this distribution, which marks an interesting trend of job 
availability and residential decisions.  
 
At the time of writing this report, there was no available data for 2020. Researchers interested in how the 
pandemic changed commuting times would benefit from comparing those numbers once they are available. 
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