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A Better City is a diverse group of business 

leaders united around a common goal—to 

enhance Boston and the region’s economic 

health, competitiveness, vibrancy, 

sustainability and quality of life. By amplifying 

the voice of the business community through 

collaboration and consensus across a broad 

range of stakeholders, A Better City develops 

VROXWLRQV�DQG�LQõXHQFHV�SROLF\�LQ�WKUHH�FULWLFDO�

areas central to the Boston region’s economic 

competitiveness and growth: transportation 

and infrastructure, land use and development, 

and energy and environment.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
2YHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WKH�&29,'����SDQGHPLF��0HWUR�%RVWRQ�EXVLQHVVHV�KDYH�EURDGO\�HPEUDFHG�

WHOHZRUN�SROLFLHV�WKDW�ZLOO�KDYH�SURIRXQG�HIIHFWV�RQ�UHJLRQDO�PRELOLW\��,15,;�UDQNHG�WKH�%RVWRQ�

UHJLRQ�DV�KDYLQJ�ZRUVW�WUDIILF�FRQJHVWLRQ�LQ�WKH�QDWLRQ�LQ������DQG�������DQG�WKHQ�

0DVVDFKXVHWWV�VFRUHG����LQ�WKH������%LF\FOH�)ULHQGO\�6WDWH�5HSRUW�&DUG�E\�/HDJXH�RI�$PHULFDQ�

%LF\FOLVWV��7KLV�URLOLQJ�UHJLRQDO�ODQGVFDSH�SUHVHQWV�D�UHDO�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�VKDSH�WKH�IXWXUH�ZLWK�

GHOLEHUDWH�SROLF\�GHFLVLRQV�WKDW�IRVWHU�WKH�FOHDQHU��PRUH�DIIRUGDEOH�DQG�OHVV�JULGORFNHG�

WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�IXWXUH�QHFHVVDU\�WR�DFKLHYH�RXU�FOLPDWH�JRDOV��ZKLOH�PDLQWDLQLQJ�HFRQRPLF�

YLEUDQF\��

In comparing nearly 1,400 Spring 2022 survey responses from Metro-Boston workers against 

2,650+ Spring 2021 responses and 4,200+ Summer 2020 responses to the exact same survey, 

$�%HWWHU�&LW\�LGHQWLILHG�WKH�IROORZLQJ�NH\�WDNHDZD\V�DQG�RIIHUV�DFWLRQDEOH�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�

IRU�employers, the City of Boston, and the MBTA as workplaces continue to navigate impacts of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

FIGURE 1:  CITY STREET IN DOWNTOWN BOSTON
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TABLE 1:  KEY TAKEAWAYS & RECOMMENDATIONS

Compared to Spring 2021, the projected 
increase in drive-alone commuting from 
pre-pandemic habits has stayed the same at 
+5%. With more workplaces reopening over
WKH�SDVW�\HDU�DQG�WUDIôF�RXWSDFLQJ�SXEOLF
transit ridership, the metro-Boston region
appears to be clearly trending toward an
increased proportion of single occupancy
vehicle (SOV) commuting compared to 2019
levels.

KEY TAKEAWAY

(PSOR\HUV�SOD\�D�FULWLFDO�UROH�LQ�LQõXHQFLQJ�
employees’ commuting choices. To 
discourage SOV commutes going forward, 
it is crucial that employers recognize and 
optimize the relationship between parking, 
transit, cycling, walking, and telework 
HPSOR\HH�EHQHôWV�����

RECOMMENDATION

In our Spring 2021 update, we noted that 
survey respondents’ levels of reported 
comfort with commuting by bicycle had 
markedly increased compared to Summer 
2020. Spring 2022 response data now shows 
comfort levels declining compared to Spring 
2021, although they are still above Summer 
2020 levels. 

The City of Boston’s work to expand dedicated 
bicycle infrastructure in several key�commuting 
corridors over 2020 – 2021 correlated with 
previously observed rising levels of bike 
commuting comfort. With perceived bike 
commuting comfort now declining, the City of 
Boston should refocus its efforts to create safe, 
comfortable cycling infrastructure DV�IHDVLEOH�
connecting neighborhoods across the city to 
key employment centers.  

7KH�GHVLUH�IRU�K\EULG�ZRUN�PRGHOV��GHôQHG�E\�
part-time telework, remains strong across 
two years of surveying.  

:LWK�WUDIôF�UHWXUQLQJ�GHVSLWH�IHZHU�LQ�RIôFH
days across many industries, employers 
should work with the MBTA to expand, 
GHSOR\��DQG�SURPRWH�QHZ�õH[LEOH�IDUH�
products like the 10-ride commuter rail pass 
that meet the new market realities head on.   

Subsidized transit passes remain the top 
PHDVXUH�LGHQWLôHG�E\�629�FRPPXWHUV�WR�
incentivize a decrease in their drive-alone 
commuting. Concurrently, MBTA rider
comfort is at its highest reported level in two 
years of surveying. Other employer-
VSRQVRUHG�ôQDQFLDO�VXSSRUWV�FRQWLQXH�WR�
follow as the next most popular measures to 
incentivize a decrease in drive-alone 
commuting. 

Employers PXVW�FRQWLQXH�WR�recognize their 
role in the mobility health of our region. They 
should explore and implement a variety of 
options available for subsidizing non-SOV�
commuting modes such as: transportation 
GHELW�FDUGV��VXEVLGL]HG�RU�SUH�WD[�õH[LEOH�
fare products through PERQ; parking 
cash-out programs; mode-based monthly 
subsidies and more.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Over the course of late Summer 2020 into Spring 2021, A Better City (ABC) partnered with the City 

of Boston’s Transportation Department (BTD) and The Energy Foundation to broadly survey Boston 

commuters and engage in deep-dive interviews with Boston employers to understand how 

commute patterns and commuter choices have been shaped by the COVID-19 pandemic and its 

after effects.   

$�\HDU�DIWHU�ZLGHVSUHDG�YDFFLQH�DYDLODELOLW\�\LHOGHG�WKH�ôUVW�VLJQLôFDQW�UHGXFWLRQ�RI�PDQ\�

COVID-19 restrictions, we reengaged our commuter survey respondents and employer distribution 

partners to collect another round of data in this evolving reality. In this round, nearly 1,400 

Metro-Boston commuters shared insights on how their approaches to commuting have continued 

to shift as activity levels in the region rebound. 

SURVEY STRUCTURE & DISTRIBUTION
Through its Transportation Management Associations (TMAs) and core membership, A Better City 

conducted direct outreach to over 100 medium- and large-sized Boston employers and property 

managers for six weeks beginning in March 2022. The City of Boston marketed the survey through 

its social media and communication channels. Through these efforts, the survey garnered 1,399 

complete responses from employees working primarily in the business professional, medical, and 

educational 

industries.  

In order to secure engagement from a wide variety of respondents, the survey once again made 

XVH�RI�VNLS�ORJLF�WR�PRYH�VXUYH\�WDNHUV�HIôFLHQWO\�WKURXJK�TXHVWLRQV�PRVW�UHOHYDQW�WR�WKHP��

Depending upon their commute mode prior to the pandemic and their indicated level of 

commitment to either commuting sustainably or driving alone, respondents saw between 20 and 

30 questions in the survey. 

FIGURE 2:  PEOPLE WAITING TO BOARD A BUS
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
CITYWIDE, PROJECTED POST-PANDEMIC SINGLE-OCCUPANCY VEHICLE (SOV) 
COMMUTING RATES CONTINUE TO EXCEED THE PRE-PANDEMIC BASELINE 
 
While 21% of Spring 2022 survey respondents indicate that they habitually commuted by driving 

alone prior to the pandemic, 26% state that they plan to do so going forward. This +5% increase 

holds steady from Spring 2021, which marked a sharp decrease from the massive +15% predicted 

increase in drive-alone commuting rates from Summer 2020 respondents. The initial sharp 

decrease in projected drive-alone rates followed by this yearlong plateau speaks to waning initial 

UHDFWLYLW\�WR�WKH�GLVUXSWLRQ�RI�WKH�HDUO\�SDQGHPLF��,W�DOVR�UHõHFWV�UHFHQW�GDWD�VKRZLQJ�WKDW�

YHKLFOH�WUDIôF�LV�UHERXQGLQJ at a rate outpacing transit ridership despite increased telework in 

many industries. Taken within this context, multiple indicators are pointing to a drive-alone 

commuting increase our region cannot afford to accommodate from the perspectives of both 

environmental sustainability and workforce retention.   

FIGURE 3:  RETURN PLANS COMPARED TO PRIMARY COMMUTE MODE PRE-COVID-19
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CYCLING COMFORT LEVELS ARE DROPPING, BUT MOST METRO-BOSTON WORKERS 
LIVE WITHIN BIKING DISTANCE OF THEIR WORKPLACES
7KH�ZLGHO\�QRWHG�SDQGHPLF�ELNH�ERRP�ZDV�UHõHFWHG�LQ�RXU�ôUVW�WZR�URXQGV�RI�VXUYH\�GDWD��ZLWK�

rising levels of respondents expressing willingness to try bike commuting between Summer 2020 

and Spring 2021. In the Spring 2022 data, respondents now indicate that their comfort levels with 

cycling are decreasing. Context for this decrease may include the completion of Phase 1 and 2 of 

the City of Boston’s KLJK�SURôOH�+HDOWK\�6WUHHWV�LQLWLDWLYH and national record-high levels of

pedestrian and cyclist vehicle crash rates over 2021.  

Survey data across all three rounds has shown that a strong majority of respondents live fewer 

than 10 miles from their workplaces, a distance generally acknowledged as accessible by bike 

RU�H�ELNH��$V�DQ�HPLVVLRQV�IUHH�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�PRGH�WKDW�PDNHV�KLJKO\�HIôFLHQW�XVH�RI�URDGZD\�

space, cycling is a key mobility tool for cities. Investing in infrastructure that protects those 

traveling by bicycle from vehicle impacts and connects underserved neighborhoods to 

employment centers is a crucial, low-cost strategy to improve mobility and economic vibrancy in 

Metro-Boston.

TABLE 2:  ATTITUDES TOWARDS BIKE COMMUTING AMONG THOSE WHO SAY IT COULD BE AN OPTION FOR THEIR 
COMMUTE

TABLE 3: DISTRIBUTION OF DISTANCE BETWEEN HOME & WORK ZIP CODES OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS

0 - 5 44%

6 - 10 25%

11 - 25 21%

26 - 50

1%50 +

9%

MILES BETWEEN
HOME AND WORK ZIP

PERCENTAGE OF 
RESPONDENTS

42%

17%

40%

57%

15%

28%

SPRING 2021SUMMER 2020

COMFORTABLE OVER
NEXT 2-3 MONTHS

NOT COMFORTABLE OVER
NEXT 2-3 MONTHS

NOT SURE

50%

13%

37%

SPRING 2022
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COMMUTERS’ PREFERENCE FOR FLEXIBLE WORK ARRANGEMENTS REMAINS 
STRONG ACROSS TWO YEARS OF SURVEYING
Most commuters surveyed in Spring 2022 indicate that their preferred future frequency for 

telecommuting is a few times per week, which is consistent with Summer 2020 and Spring 2021 

results. Taken alongside widespread hybrid work arrangements adopted by a variety of employers 

across industries, this sustained expression of employee preference continues to point to a 

permanent increase in telecommuting as a percentage of commute “trips” going forward.

FIGURE 4: SHIFTS IN ATTITUDES TOWARDS RETURN PLANS BY SURVEY RESPONDENTS (SUMMER 2020, SPRING 2021, 
SUMMER 2022)

 

SOURCE: Anticipating Post-Pandemic Commute Trends in Metro-Boston

COMMUTERS ARE COMFORTABLE CONSIDERING THE MBTA, BUT WANT BETTER 
FINANCIAL INCENTIVES FOR DOING SO
$FURVV�WKUHH�URXQGV�RI�VXUYH\LQJ��VHOI�LGHQWLôHG�GULYH�DORQH�FRPPXWHUV�KDYH�FRQVLVWHQWO\�

LGHQWLôHG�D�IUHH�RU�UHGXFHG�FRVW�0%7$�SDVV�DV�WKH�VLQJOH�PRVW�LPSDFWIXO�PHDVXUH�WR�UHGXFH�

GULYH�DORQH�EHKDYLRU��2WKHU�ôQDQFLDO�LQFHQWLYHV�VXFK�DV�FDUSRRO�LQFHQWLYHV��SDUNLQJ�FDVK�RXW�

programs, and pre-tax deduction of commute costs have been consistent runners-up. Employers 

KDYH�D�FULWLFDO�UROH�WR�SOD\�LQ�HQVXULQJ�WKDW�WKH�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�EHQHôWV�WKH\�RIIHU�DGHTXDWHO\�

incentivize sustainable transportation modes and discourage drive-alone commuting.  

SUMMER 2020 SPRING 2021 SPRING 2022
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TABLE 4: INCENTIVES FOR DRIVE-ALONE RESPONDENTS TO CHANGE COMMUTE MODE

 

,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�FOHDUO\�VKRZLQJ�D�ZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�FKDQJH�EHKDYLRU�ZLWK�WKH�ULJKW�ôQDQFLDO�LQFHQWLYHV��

Spring 2022 data also indicates the highest level of rider comfort on the MBTA over three rounds 

of surveying. While only 12% of behavior-changing commuters said they would feel comfortable 

riding the MBTA in 2020 and 53% felt the same in 2021, 73% now say they would be comfortable 

using the system in 2022. Notably, this number did not shift meaningfully over the response 

FROOHFWLRQ�SHULRG�GHVSLWH�VHYHUDO�KLJK�SURôOH�headlines around MBTA safety and the 

discontinuation of its masking policy during that time. 

FIGURE 5: BEHAVIOR-CHANGING COMMUTERS WHO WOULD FEEL COMFORTABLE RIDING THE MBTA IN THE NEXT 2-3 
MONTHS 

FREE/REDUCED COST MBTA PASS

PRE-TAX DEDUCTION OF COMMUTE COSTS

PARKING CASH-OUT

CARPOOL INCENTIVES

53%

24%

27%

20%

INCENTIVES

Learn more about the Anticipating Post-Pandemic Commute Trends series at: 

bit.ly/commutesurvey2022-learn




