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Massachusetts families have traffic on their

minds. In the MassINC Quality of Life poll,

respondents ranked the “roads and traffic sit-

uation” as the second highest policy issue in

need of major of improvement.1 This new study

reveals that they have good reason for concern.

While commute times in Massachusetts were

roughly in line with the national average two

decades ago, they have since increased consid-

erably and at a much faster pace than the nation

as a whole. In fact, from 1980 to 2000, Massa-

chusetts commute times increased at the sixth

fastest rate in the nation. Massachusetts work-

ers endure the ninth longest commutes in the

nation, nearly matching those of California

commuters.2 Time lost to commuting increased

by nearly 20 percent between 1990 and 2000.

By 2000, Massachusetts workers lost the equiv-

alent of 25 workdays (8-hour days) commuting

back and forth to their jobs. 

The economic and social costs of these

lengthening commute times to the Common-

wealth and its residents are steep indeed. As

commuting times increase, less time is avail-

able for family, friends, hobbies, and engage-

ment in one’s community. Beyond such strains

and their negative effect on communities,

longer commuting times also potentially under-

mine the Commonwealth’s ability to attract

and retain highly educated young workers.

Massachusetts workers are spending more

time getting to work.3 In 1980, the average com-

mute time was 21.4 minutes each way, which

was roughly in line with the national average.

By 2000—the most recent year for which com-

plete data are available—the average commuter

spent 27 minutes traveling each way to work.

In addition, both the number and share of com-

muters who spend less than 15 minutes travel-

ing to work each way—the short commuters

—has been shrinking over the last 20 years,

from 35 to 27 percent. During the same time,
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KEY FACTS
• In 2000, the average Massachusetts

worker spent 27 minutes traveling to

work each way. This was the 9th longest

commute time in the nation.

• Nearly 1 in 5 Massachusetts commuters

(18%) or 551,738 commuters spent at

least 45 minutes getting to work each way.

• Between 1980 and 2000, Massachusetts

commute times increased at the sixth

fastest rate in the nation.

• The average distance traveled by Massa-

chusetts commuters increased by approx-

imately 10% between 1990 and 2000, and

more commuters are traveling between

different regions of the state.

• In Massachusetts, there are five 

commuting hot spots, where residents

endure particularly long commutes: 

1)  Western Mass. Hill Towns; 2) Quabbin

Region; 3) Nashoba Valley; 4) Metrowest-

495 South; and 5) Coastal South Shore.

• In 2000, the average Massachusetts

commuter lost the equivalent of about 

25 (8-hour) workdays commuting to and

from work. Time spent commuting has

increased by almost 19% since 1990.

• In 2000, commuters in Southeastern

Massachusetts were the most likely to

face a long commute, with 22% spending

at least 45 minutes commuting each

way. The Berkshire and Cape and Islands

regions have the largest share of com-

muters with a short commute time (less

than 15 minutes).
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the number and share of commuters spend-

ing at least 45 minutes traveling to work each

way—the long commuters—has been grow-

ing. In 1980, only 11 percent of commuters

were long commuters. By 2000, nearly 1 in 5

commuters (18%) or 551,738 commuters spent

at least 45 minutes each way getting to work.

Why the Long Commute?

Three key factors — mode of transportation,

worsening traffic congestion and traveling greater

distances to work—help explain the increase in

Massachusetts commute times and why they

are among the longest in the nation. 

How People Get to Work

Driving alone is, by far, the most common way

people get to work in the Bay State. Nearly

three out of four Massachusetts workers drove

to work alone in 2000, an increase of over 20

percent since 1980. This rate is slightly less

than the nation’s. During this same period,

the number of commuters carpooling to work

slipped from 19 to 9 percent. Carpooling in

Massachusetts has declined at a faster rate

than in the rest of the nation. Massachusetts

commuters, however, have bucked the nation-

al trend of declining use of public transporta-

tion. While the percentage of commuters tak-

• Compared to other commuters, those

workers with the longest commutes 

(at least 45 minutes) have higher

incomes and are more likely to have a

college degree, be a professional or

manager, and work in the knowledge

economy. They are also more likely to

own their own homes.

• Driving alone is the most common way

that people get to work. In 2000, nearly 

3 in 4 workers (74%) drove to work alone.

• In 2000, Massachusetts commuters had

the 4th highest rate of public transporta-

tion use in the nation and had bucked

the national trend of declining transit use.

• Commuters who travel via public trans-

portation have the highest average com-

mute times, a trend consistent with other

states with a large share of public tran-

sit commuters.

• Traffic congestion in Massachusetts has

increased considerably. Between 1992

and 2002, the number of car registrations

increased 48%.

• In 2000, the Commonwealth received

more workers from other states than 

it sent to those states (176,741 in-

commuters vs. 101,081 out-commuters).

• The Cape and Islands and the Pioneer

Valley regions are the only two regions 

of the state that suffer a net loss of

workers to other states. In the Pioneer

Valley, 2.5 times as many workers leave

the state for work compared with those

who enter the region for work (24,843 

vs. 9,078 workers). 

ES TABLE 1. Top Ten States with the Longest

Commute Times, 2000

RANK STATE AVERAGE COMMUTE TIME (MINUTES)

1 New York 31.7

2 Maryland 31.2

3 New Jersey 30.0

4 Washington, D.C. 29.7

5 Illinois 28.0

6 California 27.7

7 Georgia 27.7

8 Virginia 27.0

9 Massachusetts 27.0

10 West Virginia 26.2

U.S. Average 25.5

Source: U.S. Census, Journey to Work Data, 2000


