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David Zipper

As Remote Work Lingers in US, the Future of
Commuting Is Murky
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Will Americans Ever Lose Their Taste for Telework?

The pandemic-era rise of remote work has hammered transit ridership and devastated
downtowns. A transportation researcher looks at the long-term effects of our new
commutes.   

Despite the best efforts of many employers to lure staff back to offices, about 15% of US workers
are now doing their jobs from home. 
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Love it or hate it, a surge in remote work has become an enduring legacy of Covid-19.
According to a recent study by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, every US industry other
than agriculture saw a marked shift toward teleworking between 2019, the last year
before the pandemic, and 2022.
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The effects on transportation networks have been profound: Transit ridership has dropped
and rush-hour gridlock has softened, while mid-day traffic has grown. Population patterns
shifted as “Zoom towns” outside of major cities swelled with digital nomads who
abandoned big-city business districts where highways and transit lines historically
converge. Over time, demographers expect millions of teleworkers to permanently
relocate to homes further from central cities, a shift that stands to unleash its own
cascade of impacts.

BloombergCityLabThe Forgotten French Architect Who Rebuilt MarseilleCharlotte Gets
Approval for $400 Million of Muni DebtIn New Orleans, an Aging Dome Tries to
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Meanwhile, many major companies have announced tighter remote work policies and
return-to-office mandates in 2025 — a move that downtown business leaders in cities
such as Washington, DC, have welcomed.

Georgia Tech civil and environmental engineering professor Patricia Mokhtarian was
among the first academics to examine telework, which she has continued to do for over
40 years. Many of Mokhtarian’s studies explore remote work’s influence on travel
behavior, an issue of momentous importance to policymakers developing plans to expand
infrastructure capacity and mitigate greenhouse gas emissions.

It’s a topic that has taken on a new personal resonance. “I used to joke about how I
studied teleworking for years, but I never had any interest in doing it myself,” she says.
“But the pandemic flipped a switch for me. Now I work from home regularly.”

Bloomberg CityLab contributor David Zipper spoke with Mokhtarian about telework’s past,
present and future, as well as the ways in which the pandemic may have permanently
changed the American commute. Their conversation has been edited for clarity and
length.

Covid is far from the first “disruption” you’ve studied. Before the pandemic, did
you believe that temporary shocks could cause long-term shifts in travel behavior?

Until Covid, I didn’t expect temporary shocks to lead to sustained changes with
teleworking. I’ve seen so many extreme events come and go: Olympics, earthquakes,
blizzards, transit strikes, infrastructure failures — you name it. With every single one,
people initially thought, ‘Wow, isn't it great that we can now telework — we’ll definitely
keep doing that.’ And then every time, commute patterns went back to normal once the
incident ended or the problem was solved.

After those disruptions, why did people end up going back to the office?

The employers pushed them. They couldn’t wait to get back to normal. Much like today,
most employers in the 1980s and 1990s were fearful about productivity among those
working from home. How do you make sure they’re not slacking off? They also had what I
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think are legitimate concerns about long-term implications for innovation, enculturating
new hires, and facilitating the tacit knowledge exchange that takes place at the workplace
— around the water cooler, so to speak.

In what ways did the impact of Covid on remote work surprise you?

I went into Covid thinking it'll be just like what I’ve seen dozens of times before, and
working from home would eventually dissipate. But soon I realized it’s different.

Overnight, commuting behavior across the whole country — the world — was affected.
That’s a much more universal effect than a blizzard in this region or an Olympics in that
region. Covid was also much more long-lasting than past disruptions, and a lot of
companies that had been afraid to try work-from-home realized they could be OK if they
did it. At the same time, it became more socially acceptable for employees to telework.

There were other differences, too. Before the pandemic, many people didn’t have the
equipment and space they needed to work at home. Then companies began equipping
their workers with desks and so forth, and they generally still have that stuff. And of
course, we had new technologies like Zoom that made telework much easier. In-person
commutes bounced back after previous disruptions I’d studied, but Covid is clearly
different. There was a nice paper a few years ago that talked about the stickiness of post-
pandemic working from home.

How many more Americans are working from home now than before the
pandemic?

I should note there is also slew of occasional teleworkers that the Census Bureau
unfortunately doesn’t capture because it asks, “How did you usually get to work last
week?”

That said, prior to the pandemic around 5% of the workforce worked from home as their
primary “commute.” Now it’s probably around 15%, with some regional variation. I’m a
little surprised by how high the work-from-home rate has stayed. It’s still trickling down,
but I think it will stabilize at a rate not far from where we are now.

Do people who work from home typically drive less? I assume some will take
daytime trips – to meetings, to run errands, and so on – that may be longer than
they would have been if they were based in an office downtown.

People like me have been studying that question for a long time. We’ve tried to be good,
skeptical academics. We thought, ‘of course teleworking will reduce commute travel, but
what will it do to non-work trips, residential locations, vehicle ownership, and mode
choice?’ We’ve studied travel behavior every which way — with diaries, relocation
studies, retrospective analyses and so on.

https://www.nber.org/papers/w28731


4/5

We found that teleworking will reduce travel for the average person. There’s a bit of non-
work trip generation and residential relocation away from downtown, but it’s not enough to
counteract the commute savings.

Vehicles enter and exit the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel in New York City.Photographer: Michael
Nagle/Bloomberg

As a result, when you triple the share of Americans who telework, I’m reasonably
confident you’ll have fewer miles traveled. I don’t know exactly, but I’d say the average
reduction for someone who starts working from home is more than zero and less than
10%. But there will always be cases in both directions, since some who work from home
will travel more than they used to.

If remote workers travel less and the US now has fewer people going to the office,
why has total driving in the US reached all-time highs since the pandemic?

There are lots of other reasons for the growth in vehicle miles traveled. Delivery and ride-
hail vehicles are adding lots of miles, for example. Residential locations have been
decentralizing for decades — not because of teleworking — which leads people to travel
longer distances.

Could induced demand be playing a role? I’m wondering if those working from
home are taking up less highway space, and reducing congestion, which then
leads people to take car trips that they would have otherwise foregone.

In theory, yes. But it’s not something we’ve seen yet in the data.

To what extent is the increase in working from home affecting rush hour?

As a general trend, those working from home are avoiding the morning peak, which has
grown flatter. The afternoon peak has been less affected, because people are going to
work in the afternoon or doing things like running errands or picking up their kids.

If “peak-of-the-peak” congestion is down, should policymakers reconsider the
need for infrastructure expansions?

I’d want to study the details of a specific location before giving advice on a policy move
like postponing a highway expansion. Remote work may have just bought us another
year or two. If vehicle miles traveled continues to grow, the need for the investment will
return soon. Working from home is not a panacea to avoid addressing infrastructure
needs.

And then there is transit, which is still suffering — partly due to telework. I don’t know of
any place where ridership is totally back to pre-pandemic levels.

There are some cities in Europe where that’s the case, like Dublin and Brussels ,
but yeah, I don’t know of any major American ones.

Me neither.
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Since teleworkers don’t worry about long commutes and place a premium on
having a spacious home with an office, I imagine some might prefer a larger house
further from the central city. Has Covid catalyzed a shift toward sprawl?

I really want to know the answer to that, and I’m not confident that I do. Some of our
surveys ask about relocation intentions and actions, and I haven’t noticed a big shift. But
from real estate transaction data, it does seem like there’s been a fair amount of
decentralization. There isn’t a clear story yet.

How does teleworking affect carbon emissions?

For ground travel, I’m confident that it’s good for emissions, because teleworkers overall
travel less. But it’s possible that people working from home are moving further outside the
city. That can reduce transit use, and they might buy bigger homes that have more
embedded carbon and require more energy to heat and cool. I’m also curious about
remote work’s impact on air travel, which has its own emissions.

By air travel, are you thinking of someone working with a Bay Area company who
decides to telework from Boise, flying to San Francisco every now and then?

Yes. In an extreme case, there is the new Starbucks CEO who is getting his own jet to
commute between Los Angeles and Seattle. That’s not good for emissions.

Looking ahead, how do you expect American teleworking behavior to evolve?

I think we’re probably going to stay about where we are right now, at a kind of remote
work equilibrium involving roughly 15% of the workforce.

But there’s always going to be churn as people stop working from home or resume doing
it. My colleagues and I did a study in 1998 subtitled “once a telecommuter, always a
telecommuter?,” because many people had this mental image that once you taste the
joys of teleworking you never turn back. To our surprise, we found that people did it on
average for six months or a year and then stopped – and then maybe rotated back again.
That was often because the manager changed, the job changed, or maybe they healed
from a broken leg or eased back after maternity leave.

Teleworking isn’t a permanent adaptation. I use the analogy of a bucket: We keep pouring
more teleworkers into the bucket, but there’s a hole and the bottom, and some of them
keep escaping. I think that will always be the case.
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