
DID THE PANDEMIC CREATE
A PARADIGM SHIFT

Bob Grandy

ITE 2024
WESTERN DISTRICT
ANNUAL MEETING

F O R  T R A N S I T  R I D E R S H I P ?



AGENDA
Context

Pre-Covid Trends

Impacts of Covid on Ridership in Western US

Covid Trends Examined

Transferability to Other Regions

Key Findings

D
ID

 T
H

E
 P

A
N

D
E

M
IC

 C
R

E
A

T
E

 A
 P

A
R

A
D

IG
M

 
S

H
IF

T
 F

O
R

 T
R

A
N

S
IT

 R
ID

E
R

S
H

IP
?



Transit Ridership
What is Happening?

DID THE PANDEMIC CREATE A PARADIGM 
SHIFT FOR TRANSIT RIDERSHIP?

Annual transit ridership 

in the US in the 3rd 

quarter of 2023 totals 

72% of pre-Covid 

ridership levels in 2019

Some transit systems 

have fully recovered, 

while others are at 

50% or less

This presentation considers 

factors used in pre-Covid 

ridership models to 

understand and predict 

changes in transit travel

We evaluated 10 different 

factors that seem to largely 

explain the sustaining 

ridership losses
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PRE-COVID TRENDS
Topic One



National VMT & Transit Ridership 
2000 to 2019



Factors Affecting Pre-Covid Ridership Declines

• New competing travel modes

• Gas prices

Pre-Covid Trends
Key Factors

• Greater household income levels

• Rising transit fares

2014
Transit Ridership 
Peaks Nationally

9% Decline
in the 5 years 
preceding Covid



IMPACT OF COVID ON 
RIDERSHIP IN WESTERN US

Topic Two



Transit Agency Primary City State % Recovered

Caltrain SF Peninsula CA 30%

BART San Francisco CA 39%

Southern California RRA (Metrolink) Los Angeles CA 45%

Capitol Corridor (CCJPA) Sacramento-San Jose CA 46%

Big Blue Bus Santa Monica CA 62%

King County Metro Seattle WA 62%

Tri-Met Portland OR 67%

Muni San Francisco CA 69%

AC Transit Oakland CA 70%

Santa Clara VTA San Jose CA 73%

LA Metro Los Angeles CA 78%

Pierce Transit Tacoma WA 78%

Sound Transit Seattle WA 80%

San Diego Met. Transit System San Diego CA 81%

Fresno Area Express Fresno CA 82%

SamTrans San Carlos CA 86%

OCTA Anaheim CA 87%

Spokane Transit Authority Spokane WA 93%

% of Ridership Recovered
from 2019 Levels: 18 Western US Transit Agencies



COVID TRENDS EXAMINED
Topic Three



Covid Trend 
Factors
1. Continuation of Pre-Covid Trends

2. Increased Telecommute/Work from Home Levels

3. Changes in Transit Service Levels

4. Migration from Core to Periphery of Region

5. Net change in Labor Force Participation

6. Changes in Household Composition

7. Increase in Share of Households with Cars

8. Reductions in Downtown shopping, 
social, and recreational activity

9. Induced Driving

10. Transit Hesitancy



% of Workers Telecommuting
by City of Residence



BART Ridership Recovery & 
Bay Area Office Occupancy
2020-2023
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72%
People returning 
to BART

43%
Trips returning 
to BART
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Transit 
Hesitancy

Pre-pandemic transit riders that do not 

return post–pandemic due to concerns 

about crime, Covid, crowding, and cleanliness. 



Sources of Change
in Systemwide Transit Use



Covid Paradigm Shift
Four Key Factors

Increased 
Telecommute/Work 
from Home Levels

Migration from 
Core to Periphery 
of Region

Induced 
Driving

Transit 
Hesitancy



TRANSFERABILITY TO
OTHER REGIONS

Topic Four



Dallas

DART (Dallas Area 
Rapid Transit)
2012-2018
Experienced a 13% ridership 
decline due to:

• new competing modes

• lower gas prices

• higher fares

• changes in income and 
household characteristics 

DART 
Ridership
2022-2023
Experienced a year-over-year 
increase of 23 percent from the 
first quarter of 2022 to 2023

Dallas
2023
Significantly higher return to 
office rates in Dallas than major 
cities in the western US



Denver

Denver 
Metro Area
2012-2018
Experienced a 60% increase 
in rail ridership, primarily 
related to expansion of rail 
service. 

Bus ridership declined 8% 
despite fare decreases and 
service improvements.

Modeling attributes mainly 
to expansion of competing 
modes & gas prices.

Denver 
Metro Area
2012-2018

Rail declined by 35% and bus 
declined by 45% despite further 
increases in rail service.

Modeling attributes both 
declines to the Covid 
paradigm shift.

Additional decreases in bus 
ridership attributable to bus 
service cuts.

Rail & Bus 
Ridership
2018-2022



Salt Lake City

SLC 
Metro Area
2012-2018
Experienced an 18% increase 
in rail ridership primarily 
related to expansion of rail 
service. 

Bus ridership declined 7% 
despite modest service 
increases, which modeling 
attributes mainly to 
expansion of competing 
modes & gas prices. 

Rail declined by 39% and bus 
declined by 17% despite 
substantial reduction in bus 
fare. 

Modeling attributes both bus 
and rail ridership declines to the 
Covid paradigm shift.

Rail & Bus 
Ridership
2018-2022



Washington DC

DC 
Metro Area
2012-2018
Experienced an 18% 
decrease in rail ridership 
primarily related to lower 
gas prices & the expansion of 
competing modes.

Bus ridership declined 15% 
which modeling attributes 
mainly to expansion of 
competing modes & gas 
prices. 

Rail declined by 60% and bus 
declined by 23%.

Modeling attributes both bus 
and rail ridership declines to the 
Covid paradigm shift & service 
decreases.

Rail & Bus 
Ridership
2018-2022



FINDINGS
Topic Five



Key Findings
Transit ridership 

recovery ranges 

from 30% to 93%.
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Transit agencies 

experienced ridership 

declines due to new 

travel modes, lower 

gas prices, & reduced 

transit service. 

Several of these 

factors continue to 

play a role in the 

decline in transit 

ridership.

Decline of transit use 

factors: increased 

telecommute, transit 

hesitancy, induced 

driving, and changes 

in home location.

Transit Hesitancy: 

pre-Covid transit riders 

who don’t return due to 

concerns about crime, 

Covid, crowding, & 

cleanliness. 

1 2 3
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THANK YOU
Bob Grandy
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