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Abstract

This work considers the sensitivity of commute travel times in US metro areas due to poten-
tial changes in commute patterns, for example caused by events such as pandemics. Per-
manent shifts away from transit and carpooling can add vehicles to congested road
networks, increasing travel times. Growth in the number of workers who avoid commuting
and work from home instead can offset travel time increases. To estimate these potential
impacts, 6-9 years of American Community Survey commute data for 118 metropolitan sta-
tistical areas are investigated. For 74 of the metro areas, the average commute travel time
is shown to be explainable using only the number of passenger vehicles used for commut-
ing. A universal Bureau of Public Roads model characterizes the sensitivity of each metro
area with respect to additional vehicles. The resulting models are then used to determine
the change in average travel time for each metro area in scenarios when 25% or 50% of
transit and carpool users switch to single occupancy vehicles. Under a 25% mode shift,
areas such as San Francisco and New York that are already congested and have high tran-
sit ridership may experience round trip travel time increases of 12 minutes (New York) to 20
minutes (San Francisco), costing individual commuters $1065 and $1601 annually in lost
time. The travel time increases and corresponding costs can be avoided with an increase in
working from home. The main contribution of this work is to provide a model to quantify the
potential increase in commute travel times under various behavior changes, that can aid pol-
icy making for more efficient commuting.

Introduction

Transportation networks are critical infrastructure networks that are essential for moving
goods and people efficiently [1]. Consequently, the need to understand road congestion in
urban transportation networks at city scales has been a cornerstone of transportation science
for more than 50 years [2-10]. Changes in travel demand can have dramatic impacts on the
congestion levels observed on roadways. For example, travel restrictions and home-quarantine
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orders designed to manage the spread of COVID-19 [11] can result in a sharp reduction in
road traffic [12] as well as public transit ridership [13, 14].

To prepare for potential long term impacts of commute mode shifts on transportation net-
works, it is important to understand how commute patterns respond to events. For example, if
commute patterns recover to pre-event levels, one can expect traffic to similarly resume. How-
ever, some events such as pandemics could result in shifts away from high density travel
modes (e.g., public transit or carpooling) and into single occupancy vehicles (SOVs), altering
the number of vehicles on the road network [15, 16]. Works [17-19] analyze the daily vehicle
commuting patterns in different ways, and works [20-23] analyze the commute behavior
change under COVID-19. Our work take one step forward and asks the important question:
how will the shifts in commute patterns impact the road traffic?

To determine the sensitivity of road traffic to potential long term mode shifts, this article
answers to what extent mode shifts away from transit and carpool towards single occupancy
vehicles will change traffic in major metropolitan statistical areas (metro areas) in the US. His-
torical passenger vehicle average commute travel times as a function of the number of vehicles
used for commuting from 2013 to 2018 are shown for 118 metro areas in Fig la. In each metro
area, when the number of vehicles are normalized by the network capacity, and the travel
times are normalized by the free flow travel time, the metro areas can be placed on a universal
BPR model (Fig 1b). The position of each metro area on the universal curve explains the sensi-
tivity of the travel time ratio to changes in the number of vehicles in the network (relative to
the network capacity). The slope of the curve (Fig 1b) determines the sensitivity of each metro
area to changes in the capacity-normalized number of passenger vehicles. If more passenger
vehicles are added to the roadway, metro areas move up along the universal BPR curve. Such a
shift is shown in Fig 1c for a setting where 25% of carpool and transit users shift to SOV in
each metro area.

Our main finding is that metro areas including San Francisco, New York, Los Angeles, Bos-
ton, Chicago, Seattle, and San Jose have estimated travel time increases between 2-20 minutes
additional round-trip commute travel time per person under a 25% mode shift from transit
and car pool to SOV. This additional travel time due to congestion has an estimated cost per
metro area of $2.5-24 million dollars per day, assuming the the hourly value of the time lost is
equal to the median wage ($19.14/hr) from the Bureau of Labor Statistics [24]. We note that
these potential increases can be avoided if 3-17% of all commuters work from home instead of
commuting. Monitoring closely road usage, mode shifts, and work from home rates during

35

= ' 3.01 — universal BPR curve 3.0 — universal BPR curve v
= ‘ other cities historical data for all cities P
§ ] —— New York =e= New York /
w 30 !( f . f g 2.5 San Francisco g 2.5 o= San Francisco
£ g / © = Los Angeles © =8= Los Angeles o
=] )‘ @ —— Boston 4 o =~ Boston
o] £ —— Chicago 7~ £ =o= Chicago
& 5201 — Philadelphia 520 » Philadelphia
525 —— New York Seattle T Seattle @ Seattle
> ~— San Francisco ~—— Houston 5 == Houston % == Houston
] —— Los Angeles Dallas = 1.5 Dallas s 1.5 Dallas
2 —— Boston —— San Jose + —— san Jose o = ~e- San Jose /
g 20 —— Chicago other cities Pl | ad
o —— Philadelphia 1.0+— 1.0+——
0.0k 1.0M 2.0M 3.0M 4.0M 5.0M 06 08 10 12 14 16 18 06 08 1.0 1.2 14 16 1.8
Number of vehicles capacity ratio capacity ratio
(a) (b) (c)

Fig 1. (a) One-way travel time vs. number of vehicles for 118 metro areas in the US from 2013-2018. (b) One way travel time ratio vs capacity ratio for
118 metro areas in the US. Metro areas appear on different portions of a universal BPR curve. For the two end points of each line, the dot denotes the

2013 conditions, while the triangle denotes the 2018 conditions. (¢) Metro areas shift along the universal BPR curve under a 25% shift away from transit
and carpool to SOVs. Grey lines correspond to all 118 metro areas in the dataset.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.9001
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and and after mode shift triggering events will be important to detect and mitigate potential
road traffic increases.

Results
Data: American Community Survey commute data

The ACS commute data contains commute statistics for each metropolitan statistical areas
(MSA) defined by The United States Office of Management and Budget (OMB) [25]. Depending
on when each MSA was introduced or when the boundaries of the MSA were last revised, up
to nine years (2010—2018) of commute data records are available. The dataset contains the
total number of people using each commute mode (e.g., 2-person carpool, 3-person carpool,
single-occupancy vehicle, public transit, walk, and taxi/motorcycle/bike/other), as well as the
average commute time for each mode. We select metro areas with at least six years of records
under which the boundaries of the MSA were not altered in a way that resulted in a population
change in excess of 5%. Under this restriction, sufficient data is available for 118 metro areas
in total.

For each metro area each year, the total number of passenger vehicles used for commuting
is computed by aggregating all vehicles used for two-person carpool, three-person carpool and
single occupancy vehicles. The mean one-way commute travel time on the road is computed
as the vehicle-weighted average of the travel times reported for single occupancy, two-person,
and three-person carpool travel times.

Commuter data for taxis and ride hailing combined into a single category that also includes
motorcycles and bikes. The influence of these modes on traffic is more challenging to model
and vary depending on the vehicle type (e.g., bike compared to taxi) within the category.
Because the combined category constitutes only a small portion of the total commuters (2% on
average), the influence of these modes is ignored in the analysis that follows.

A plot of the 118 metro areas showing the trends between the number of vehicles and the
one way travel time is shown in Fig 1. Several large MSAs are highlighted and labeled, while all
remaining MSAs are shown in grey. Between 2013 (shown as a dot in Fig 1) and 2018 (shown
as an arrow), the number of vehicles over time in each MSA tends to increase. One way travel
times tend to increase as the number of vehicles grows within an MSA.

To determine if the number of passenger vehicles used for commuting in each metro area is
a good predictor of the average commute travel time using BPR function, a correlation analysis
between the one-way average commute travel time 7 and the fourth order of traffic volume N*
is conducted on all 118 metro areas. A total of 74 metro areas have a Pearson correlation coeffi-
cient of larger than 0.5 and two tailed significance p value smaller than 0.1. This indicates that
the BPR model (2) has prediction power for 74 metro areas. For the remaining 44 metro areas,
traffic volume alone does not explain the historical variation of travel time. It is observed that
all metro areas with low correlation between the number of vehicles and the travel time have a
population of less than one million people, the largest being Columbus, OH (0.97 million peo-
ple). In comparison, the metro areas with a correlation above 0.5 include most major metro
areas in US, with an average population of 1.04 million. In the analysis that follows, we restrict
data fitting and analysis to the 74 metro areas with correlation above 0.5.

Approach: BPR model

We use the BPR model to describe the relationship between the number of passenger vehicles
used for commuting and the corresponding average travel time. The BPR model [26, 27] is a
classic model in the transportation engineering community that relates the volume of traffic
on the road to the travel time to traverse it. The model captures the feature that when roads are
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uncongested, adding vehicles to the road has negligible impact on travel times. However, once
the roadway reaches its capacity, adding vehicles causes the travel time of all road users to
increase. It is widely used in transportation management [28, 29], and network traffic simula-
tion [30].

While the BPR model was originally designed to model travel times on a single road seg-
ment, recent studies have shown its applicability on urban scale transportation analysis [31,
32]. Like on individual road segments, the transition from free-flow to congested state charac-
terized by a critical point is observed in [6, 33, 34]. Thus, the BPR model provides us with theo-
retical foundation of predicting metro area congestion based on traffic volume.

The BPR model reads
N [}
‘E:‘L}(l‘i‘d(a) >, (1)

where 7 is the one-way average commute travel time and N is the number of passenger vehicles
on the roadway. The parameters 7yand C are the free flow travel time and the road network
capacity respectively. Here, the capacity C can be interpreted as the number of road users that
can be accommodated in the city before average travel times quickly rise. Note that the average
travel time 7 is the average over the passenger vehicle commute times including at different
times of the day. The shape parameters o and 3 have a standard choice of @ = 0.15and f=4.0
[26, 27]. Under this choice, the model (1) reads

T =1+ 0(N'), (2)

with 6 = 0.157¢ C*. The form (2) shows that travel time 7 and the fourth order of traffic volume
N* have a linear relationship. Consequently, the model parameters 7rand 6 can be estimated
from historic travel time data using linear methods. This in turn allows us to determine the

0.15t¢
0

;
free flow travel time 77and road capacity C = ( )4 for each city, deducing from (1).

We next introduce the universal BPR model. Let 7 denote the travel time ratio computed as
T =1/t,and N as the capacity ratio N = N/C. The universal BPR model reads:

T=1+aN). (3)

Data analysis and BPR model parameter identification

Fitting the BPR model to the ACS data allows the estimation of the free flow travel time and
the network capacity. For the 74 metro areas (full MSA names and shorthand names presented
in S1 Table) with a correlation above 0.5, we use Bayesian linear regression [35, 36] to fit the
BPR model (see Methods section). Bayesian linear regression provides the most likely predic-
tion for travel time given traffic volume as well as a prediction distribution to measure the
uncertainty of the prediction.

Table 1 and S2 Table contain the quantitative performance of the learned BPR model with
respect to the root mean square error (RMSE) under leave-one-out cross validation (LOO-CV).
For each of the 74 modeled metro areas, the RMSE is less than 1 min, and the average coeffi-
cient of determination (R?) for all 74 modeled metro areas is 0.71, showing that the BPR model
has good prediction power.
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Table 1. Summary of BPR models for 15 metro areas. Years of data available for fitting the model and performance
measures for the fitted model. See also S2 Table for a complete list.

years of data LOO RMSE (min) R? score
New York 6 0.48 0.73
San Francisco 9 0.73 0.92
Los Angeles 6 0.38 0.95
Boston 9 0.42 0.88
Chicago 9 0.30 0.78
Philadelphia 9 0.25 0.93
Seattle 9 0.32 0.97
Houston 9 0.52 0.86
Dallas 9 0.36 0.91
San Jose 9 0.93 0.87
Atlanta 9 0.38 0.92
Miami 9 0.37 0.94
Portland 9 0.36 0.95
Riverside 8 0.40 0.93
Orlando 9 0.60 0.85

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.t001

The result of the Bayesian regression for all 74 modeled metro areas are shown in Fig 2, as
well as S1-54 Figs. The uncertainty of the model grows when the input data has larger noise
and get more scattered, or when the traffic volume is further from available data.

Marginal costs of additional road users

In this section we compute for each metro area the marginal cost of additional road users. The
marginal cost is computed as

dr N\
N B0 (C) (4)
Similarly, the marginal cost of the universal BPR model reads:
dt -
= = OCN/;71 5
= F (5)

The marginal cost is the slope of the universal BPR model evaluated using the 2018 data for
each metropolitan statistical area. It quantifies the sensitivity of the travel time ratio in the
metro area with respect to changes in the capacity ratio. More concretely, it tells how quickly
the travel time grows as a percentage of the free flow travel time, due to adding vehicles corre-
sponding to a small fraction of the capacity. It is most meaningful to compare normalized
impacts, because the capacities of the metro areas span multiple orders of magnitude. On the
low end, metro areas like Rochester, NM have a capacity of 90k vehicles, while on the upper
end, the New York metro area has a capacity of 5.16M vehicles. The addition of 9,000 vehicles
to the roadway in Rochester consumes 1% of the network capacity, while the same 9,000 vehi-
cles occupies 0.18% of the network in New York. Without normalization, small metro areas
are more sensitive to each additional vehicle, due to the correspondingly larger portion of the
capacity each vehicle consumes.

The marginal costs for each metro area appear in Table 2.
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Fig 2. Bayes fit for 15 metro areas. The blue points are the observed data. The solid red line is the mean prediction, with shaded area covering + one
standard deviation of the prediction. Also shown are grey bars denoting the prediction intervals under a 25% (leftmost bar) and 50% (rightmost bar)
transit and carpool mode shift to single occupancy vehicles. See also S1-54 Figs for all 74 modeled metro areas.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.9002

Congestion sensitivity to mode shifts away from transit and carpool

Using the calibrated BPR models for each MSA, this section considers the impact to traffic
when the number of commuters stays the same, but a portion of transit and carpool users
move into single occupancy vehicles.

To understand the sensitivity of the traffic conditions in each MSA to these mode shifts, we
consider a scenario in which 25% of the carpool and transit users switch to single occupancy
vehicles, and a second scenario in which 50% of the users switch. While the true mode shift
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Table 2. Marginal cost of additional users, quantifying the sensitivity of the travel time ratio with respect to changes in the capacity ratio. Metro areas with the top 15
marginal costs are shown.

passenger vehicles (M) travel time (min) capacity ratio travel time ratio marginal cost
San Francisco 1.49 34.4 1.73 2.33 3.08
San Jose 0.82 32.6 1.43 1.61 1.76
Oxnard 0.35 24.6 1.43 1.61 1.75
Seattle 1.46 30.7 1.30 1.44 1.33
Boston 1.79 32.0 1.29 1.44 1.30
Lancaster 0.21 22.4 1.28 1.44 1.26
Philadelphia 2.25 28.8 1.28 1.41 1.26
Charleston 0.33 28.6 1.27 1.40 1.23
Los Angeles 5.13 31.7 1.25 1.37 1.17
Stockton 0.27 28.3 1.25 141 1.16
Baton Rouge 0.34 28.9 1.22 1.38 1.09
Providence 0.68 23.4 1.21 1.31 1.07
New York 5.16 31.5 1.21 1.34 1.06
Baltimore 1.14 30.2 1.20 1.32 1.03
St. Louis 1.21 26.1 1.19 1.31 1.00

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.t1002

that will be experienced in the future is unknown, the sensitivity approach allows to identify
the metro areas that are the most sensitive to such mode shifts.

Table 3 provides a summary of the 2018 conditions in 15 metro areas (see also S3 Table for
a complete list of all 74 modeled metro areas), including the total number of commuters, the
number of passenger vehicles used for commuting (including SOV's and carpools), the number
of transit riders, and the estimated one-way commute time by passenger vehicle. Table 3 also
includes the prediction for each metro area when 25% of the transit and carpool commuters

Table 3. Summary of 2018 transportation conditions for 15 metro areas, and changes when 25% of transit riders and carpools switch to single occupancy vehicles.
The range shows one standard deviation of the predictions. M denotes millions, and B denotes billions. See S3 Table for all 74 modeled metro areas.

transportation conditions in 2018 prediction for 25% shift

total passenger transit riders (M) & (% | one-way travel | passenger one-way added | added $ cost per | total added $

commuters (M) | vehicles (M) of total commuters) time (min) vehicles (M) time (min) person per year | cost per year (B)
New York 8.72 5.16 3.0(34.43%) 31.00 6.05 6.712.2 1065.0£357.0 9.41£3.16
San 2.14 1.49 0.42(19.56%) 34.30 1.65 10.0£1.8 1601.0+280.0 3.86+0.68
Francisco
Los Angeles 5.92 5.13 0.31(5.24%) 31.60 5.32 1.4+0.5 220.0£76.0 1.71+0.59
Boston 2.30 1.79 0.34(14.90%) 31.70 1.92 3.0+0.8 470.0£128.0 1.32+0.36
Chicago 4.32 3.46 0.57(13.19%) 30.10 3.68 1.4+0.6 216.0+88.0 1.16+0.47
Philadelphia 2.71 2.25 0.29(10.78%) 28.80 2.36 1.8+0.4 291.0£69.0 1.0+£0.24
Seattle 1.84 1.46 0.22(11.95%) 30.60 1.55 2.6x0.5 422.0+£77.0 0.96+0.17
Houston 3.10 2.81 0.06(2.09%) 30.40 2.88 0.5£0.6 87.0£99.0 0.36+0.42
Dallas 3.49 3.20 0.05(1.42%) 28.80 3.27 0.4+£0.4 60.0£63.0 0.28+0.3
San Jose 0.95 0.82 0.04(4.26%) 33.00 0.85 2.2+1.4 344.0+231.0 0.43£0.29
Atlanta 2.68 2.39 0.09(3.27%) 32.40 2.46 0.7£0.5 107.0£81.0 0.38+0.29
Miami 2.77 2.44 0.09(3.38%) 29.90 2.53 0.9+0.5 149.0+84.0 0.55+0.31
Portland 1.12 0.95 0.08(6.92%) 27.00 0.99 1.2+0.4 195.0+71.0 0.28+0.1
Riverside 1.86 1.69 0.02(1.33%) 27.80 1.73 0.5+0.4 80.0+72.0 0.2+0.18
Orlando 1.17 1.06 0.02(1.43%) 29.90 1.09 0.5+0.7 84.0+111.0 0.13+0.18
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.t003
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switch to SOV. The total number of passenger vehicles under the switch is calculated by adding
25% of the 2018 transit riders and 25% of the carpools to the 2018 passenger vehicle count.
The resulting number of passenger vehicles is then used as an input to the calibrated BPR
model, and the one-way travel time forecast is produced. The difference between the 2018
baseline travel time and the new travel time under the switch is shown in Table 3. For example,
in 2018, there were 8.72 million commuters in the New York metro area, of which 3.0 million
(or 34.43%) were transit riders. The 5.16 million commuters taking a passenger vehicle (SOV
or carpool) had an average commute travel time of 31.0 minutes. When 25% of the transit rid-
ers (750,000 commuters) and 25% of the carpool users (150,000) switch, a total of 900,000
additional passenger vehicles are used for commuting. This results in an increase of 6.7 min-
utes of commute time, up from 31.0 minutes to 37.7 minutes. The forecast standard deviation
is 2.2 minutes.

The cost of the travel time increase is estimated per person and also across all passenger
vehicle commuters within the MSA. Each cost estimate assumes the cost of an hour of time
lost to commuting is the median hourly wage reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics [24],
following the practice of [37]. The most recent median hourly wage is $19.14/hr (May 2019).
To compute the added cost per person per year, it is assumed each person has two commute
trips each day (one from home to work, and one to return home from work), and works five
days a week for 50 weeks each year. For the New York metro area, the 6.7+0.6 minutes of addi-
tional one-way commute travel times results in an increased cost per commuter of 1065+357
due to lost time alone.

To obtain the total added cost per day, the additional one-way passenger vehicle travel time
due to mode shifts is doubled (assuming a round trip commute occurs each day), then multi-
plied by the value of time and the total number of passenger vehicle commuters. For the New
York metro area, the 13.4 minutes of additional round trip commute delay experienced by
6.05 million passenger vehicle commuters results in a total daily cost of $25.78 million. A 25%
increase is not equally likely in all cities. In places like NYC there are more barriers to switch-
ing away from transit due to costs (tolls, parking, etc.). This does not impact the model, but
rather the amount of people that shift under the same epidemiological circumstances may dif-
fer from metro area to metro area.

The 15 metro areas shown in Table 3 are the metro areas with the largest total cost per day
incurred due to a 25% mode shift. The New York metro area has the largest cost at $25.78 mil-
lion due to the combination of a large travel time increase, and a large number of commuters
experiencing the travel time increase. The San Francisco metro area has the highest travel time
increase of 10.58 minutes of delay per commuter ($1601 annual cost per person), but a smaller
total daily cost due to a smaller total number of passenger vehicles in the metro area. Seven of
the 10 metro areas with the largest total cost per day have transit ridership levels in excess of
10%. Large (in number of commuters) metro areas with a large transit ridership (greater than
10%) have the most costly consequences of a mode shift.

The capacity, free flow travel time, capacity ratio (ratio of the number of passenger vehicles
over the road capacity), and travel time ratio (ratio of the actual travel time over the free flow
travel time) for the 15 most costly metro areas under a 25% mode shift are shown in Table 4
(See also S4 Table). By construction, all travel time ratios are greater than one, since the free
flow travel time is defined as the travel time when the road is completely uncongested and
empty. It shows how much longer a commute is due to the presence of traffic compared to an
empty road (e.g., a travel time ratio of 1.15 means trips are 15% longer due to traffic) The
capacity ratio can be less than one or greater than one, depending on if the network is loaded
below the capacity, or above it. For each of the 15 most costly metro areas, the capacity ratios
are all greater than one, ranging from 1.01 in Houston to 1.73 in San Francisco.
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Table 4. Estimated model parameters, capacity ratio, and travel time ratio for 15 metro areas. (See also S4 Table for all 74 modeled metro areas).

New York
San Francisco
Los Angeles
Boston
Philadelphia
Chicago
Seattle
Houston
Dallas
San Jose
Atlanta
Miami
Portland
Riverside
Orlando

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.1004

capacity (M)

4.27
0.86
4.10
1.39
1.75
3.24
1.12
2.62
3.16
0.57
2.23
2.08
0.80
1.56
0.99

free flow travel time (min) capacity ratio (2018) travel time ratio (2018)
23.5 1.21 1.34
14.7 1.73 2.33
23.1 1.25 1.37
22.3 1.29 1.44
20.5 1.28 1.41
25.1 1.07 1.21
21.3 1.30 1.44
25.3 1.07 1.18
24.8 1.01 1.14
20.3 1.43 1.61
27.0 1.07 1.20
23.2 1.17 1.29
20.9 1.18 1.27
23.1 1.08 1.19
25.0 1.07 1.18

The large estimated capacity ratio in San Francisco in 2018 is a result of the historical data
for that metro area which is used to fit the BPR model. From 2013 to 2018, the number of pas-
senger vehicles used for commuting in the San Francisco metro area rose by 6.2% (from 1.402
M vehicles to 1.490 M vehicles), while the corresponding commute travel time rose by 16.5%
(from 29.53 min to 34.39 min). According to the BPR model, travel times grow more quickly
for each additional vehicle added the further the network is loaded beyond the capacity (i.e.,
when it has a large capacity ratio). Comparatively, in the Los Angeles metro area, over the
same period passenger vehicles used for commuting rose by 9.1% (from 4.697 M vehicles in
2013 to 5.125 M vehicles in 2018), while the corresponding travel times rose by 8.3% (from
29.29 to 31.74 min). The estimated capacity ratio for the Los Angeles metro area in 2018 is
1.25, which suggests that the road network is not loaded as far beyond the capacity compared
to the San Francisco metro area. When compounded by the larger transit ridership in the San
Francisco metro area compared to the Los Angeles metro area (both in absolute terms and as a
percentage of total commuters), the road network San Francisco is more sensitive to a 25%
mode shift away from transit.

To illustrate the range of impacts of a 25% mode shift away from carpool and transit to
SOVs, Fig 1c shows the top 15 metro areas in terms of cost incurred under the 25% mode shift
away from carpool and transit to SOVs. Each the number of passenger vehicles in each metro
area are normalized by the network capacity to plot the capacity ratios. Travel times are simi-
larly normalized and the resulting travel time ratios are shown. In grey, the historical data for
all 74 modeled metros over all years of data are also shown, normalized by the estimated capac-
ity and free flow travel time for each metro. The general trend from the historical data shows
that travel time ratios grow more slowly in metro areas that are near or below capacity. After
the number of passenger vehicles used for commuting in a metro area exceeds the capacity,
travel time ratios grow more rapidly. The predictions under the 25% mode shift follow the
same normalized curve defined by the historical data, with the change in the capacity ratio
driven by how many commuters switch into SOVs. The growth in the travel time ratio is gov-
erned by how far beyond the capacity the network is (i.e., how far beyond 1 the capacity ratio
is).
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An analysis considering a 50% shift away from transit and carpool to SOV is conducted
similarly to the 25% mode shift. Due to the nonlinearity of the model a simple doubling of the
number of transit and carpool users who switch into single occupancy vehicles leads to more
than a doubling of minutes to the commute. For example, In the New York Metro area, the
first 25% shift away from transit and carpool to SOV adds 6.2 minutes of delay to the average
commute travel time. The next 25% shift adds an additional 9.3 minutes of delay to the average
commute travel time. This is a consequence of the shape of the curve in Fig 1c), where the
travel time (ratio) grows slowly at first, then more quickly as the capacity (ratio) continues to
increase. Each passenger vehicle added to the road network has a higher marginal cost than
the vehicle before it. The top 15 most costly metro areas are shown in Fig 3, with the percent
increase compared to the 2018 baseline reported on each bar. The travel time increases under
the 50% mode shift range from 4% for the Dallas metro area, to 68% for the San Francisco
metro area.

Offsetting factor: Increased rate of working from home

The increase in travel times due to mode shifts into SOV can be offset by commuters who
work from home instead of commuting to work. Table 5 (see also S5 Table) summarize the
percentage of forecasted SOV users (baseline SOV users, and former transit and carpool users
who would otherwise switch to SOV under the 25% or 50% switching rate) who must instead
work from home to mitigate mode shift travel time increases. For example, in New York, if
17.22% of the potential passenger vehicle users instead work from home, the travel time will
resume to 2018 levels even with a 25% shift away from transit and carpool. Considering a 25%
shift, only the New York metro area and the San Francisco metro area require work from
home rates in excess of 10% to offset potential travel time increases. At a more extreme 50%
mode shift, the metro areas of Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago, and Seattle also require work
from home rates in excess of 10% to offset the potential travel time increase.

Discussion

Understanding the potential changes to traffic congestion if large scale mode shifts occur is
important to maintain the efficient operation of road networks. This work provides a model to
quantify the potential increase in commute travel times if a large portion of current transit and
carpool commuters switch to SOVs. Using ACS data containing historical commute mode and
road travel times for 118 MSAs, a BPR model is used to relate average commute times to traffic
volume. Out of 118 MSAs with adequate data, 74 metros have travel times that are predictable
using only the number of passenger vehicles on the road. These metro areas have a LOO-CV
RMSE less than 1 minute, and an average r2 score of 0.7. The models can then be used to assess
sensitivity of travel times to mode shift away from transit and carpool to SOV, as well as the
work from home rate required to offset these increases.

There are several observations from the results. First, the BPR model captures that when
the number of vehicles on the road increases, so does the travel time. But the increase in travel
time for each added vehicle is not the same under different network congestion levels. Metro
areas with networks already above capacity have more sensitive travel times to the addition of
SOVs on the network. Metro areas such as San Francisco that are well above capacity and that
also have a large number of transit users are most likely to see substantial travel time increases
if mode shifts away from transit are realized. Even modest increases in delay per commuter
per day manifest in millions of dollars of lost time for metro areas that have a large number of
commuters that experience the delay.
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Fig 3. Travel time increase predictions for top 15 metro areas in predicted cost. The 2018 one-way travel time is shown in green. Also shown is the
additional travel time under 25% (orange) and 50% shift (blue) from transit and carpool to SOV. The percentage increase of commute time from 2018
under a 50% shift appears to the right of each bar.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.9g003

Orlando

Second, it is important to note that travel time increases on road networks are avoidable.
For example, in response to an event, transit ridership resumes in step with other modes, then
traffic will similarly return to pre-event levels. Similarly, potential travel time increases can be
avoided if work from home rates also increase. For the top 15 most costly metro areas under a
25% shift away from transit and carpool to SOV, 13 can avoid travel time increases when
2-7% of the passenger vehicle commuters work from home instead.
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Table 5. Percent of potential SOV commuters that are required to work-from-home to offset congestion increases
due to 25% and 50% shifts away from transit and carpool into SOV. See also S5 Table for all 74 modeled metro
areas.

offsetting work from home rate

25% transit and carpool shift 50% transit and carpool shift
New York 17.22% 34.50%
San Francisco 10.88% 21.78%
Los Angeles 3.76% 7.61%
Boston 7.27% 14.35%
Philadelphia 5.03% 10.13%
Chicago 6.24% 12.49%
Seattle 6.30% 12.78%
Houston 2.63% 5.21%
Dallas 2.32% 4.60%
San Jose 3.80% 7.78%
Atlanta 3.05% 6.04%
Miami 3.55% 6.90%
Portland 4.24% 8.92%
Riverside 2.32% 4.90%
Orlando 2.57% 5.17%

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.1005

There are limitations to this work. The main limitation is that this work provides a sensitiv-
ity analysis of travel times given that a mode shift occurs, rather than a prediction specific
mode shifts in response to an event. Knowing the true number of commuters who may switch
modes at the level of each MSA is needed to design realistic scenarios to consider specific fore-
casts. The second limitation is that the analysis is based on the recent ACS data from 2018. The
2018 data is taken as the current baseline, and is not corrected for changes between 2018 and
2021 that influence both the baseline and the predictions. For metro areas that have increased
the number of commuters without substantially increasing the road supply, the present results
likely underestimate the travel times under the baseline and under mode shifts. The third limi-
tation of the analysis is due to the spatial and temporal granularity at which it operates. The
average commute time does not capture the variations in commute distances, routes, or the
time of day of the commute. Depending on where, when, and how commutes occur in each
metro area post-mode shift, some commuters will experience more direct impacts than others.
There are other factors that influence commute travel times that we do not take into account,
such as the road network configuration, the population density, and the distribution of trips
over the duration of the day. While the number of vehicles alone can explain 74 of the metro
areas, there are 44 metro areas that cannot make reliable travel time predictions using only the
number of vehicles. These metro areas tend to be smaller in population. Fourth, the analysis
considers the costs associated with lost time alone and is therefore a lower bound on the cost.
More detailed accounting could also consider other costs of congestion such as extra fuel con-
sumption or production of emissions.

In spite of the limitations described above, this work is the first quantified estimate that
answers the question of how travel times in metro areas may be influenced by changes to com-
mute patterns away from single occupancy vehicles. It provides estimates for 74 metro areas in
the US, and provides insights into which areas are most sensitive to long term switches away
from transit and carpool to SOV trips. The analysis can help mobility managers understand
the factors that can change travel times when mode shift triggering events occur.
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Methods
Bayesian linear regression

This section describes the Bayesian linear regression technique used to fit the BPR model to
the available data. Bayesian linear regression provides both a most likely prediction of the
travel time for a given number of vehicles, as well as a distribution of the uncertainty on the
prediction. Bayesian linear regression is a widely used approach to linear regression, a compre-
hensive description can be found in [35, 36], and we document how we use Bayesian linear
regression on the BPR model for completion.

Recall that in the BPR model (2), travel time 7 is a linear function of the fourth order of
number of vehicles N*. We build a standard linear regression model for travel time and vehicle
numbers as:

y=x"w+e, (6)

where w € R’ denotes the weight parameters, its two components w; for slope and w, for off-
set. x € R” contains the input vehicle number N* and a constant; y € R denotes the target out-
put travel time 7; and € is a zero mean Gaussian distribution with precision (inverse variance)
7, p(€) = N(0,771). For n years of observations, We further denote y € R” as all observed
travel time data, and X € R**" as all vehicle number data. Following an i.i.d. sampling assump-
tion, the distribution of observation output y given all observation input X can be written as:

P(YIX, w) = N(X'w, 7). (7)

Next, in the fully Bayesian treatment of linear regression, we assume a zero mean isotropic
Gaussian prior over the weight parameter w, governed by a single precision parameter A [35]:

p(w) = N(wl|0,27'T). (8)

Then, we learn the linear regression model given the observations, i.e., infer the posterior of w
given X and y denoted as p(w | y,X), following Bayes’ rule:

_ p(yIX, w)p(w)

where the normalizing constant is the marginal likelihood given by [36]:
P51 = [ plyiX. wip(ow)a (10)

The posterior p(w | y,X) in (9) is proportional to the product of the likelihood p(y | X,w) and
the prior p(y | X,w), and is also a Gaussian distribution. We use the standard procedure of
completing the squares [35], and arrive at the posterior distribution:

p(wly, X) = N(w|m,S™), (11)
where the mean value m and variance S is given by:

m —38'Xy, (12)

S =7yXX" AL (13)

Since the posterior distribution of w is Gaussian, the mode, or maximum a posterior (MAP)
estimate w4 p, is the same as the mean value m. From w4 p, we can calculate the BPR
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1
parameters according to Equation (2). Road network capacity C = (%) ', and free flow

travel time 7= Wy p,, where slope parameter wj;4p; and offset parameter wj;4p, are the two
components of w4 p. The result of BPR parameters are tabulated in Table 4 and S4 Table.
After learning the linear model parameters, we can predict the travel time for queried vehi-
cle number N-, such as when 25% of carpool and transit commuters shift to SOV as reported
in Table 3 and S3 Table. Specifically, we construct a new input x, € R” containing N* and a
constant. Given the posterior distribution of w and new input x., we calculate the distribution
for output value y by averaging over all possible w values, weighted by their posterior probabil-

ity [36]:
POk, Xy) = / PO, w)p(wly, X)dw (14)
1 _
= N(me,;Jr x'S 1x*). (15)
= ,/\/’(yx*TSle, % + x*TSlx*). (16)

The predictive distribution is a Gaussian distribution, where the variance comes from two
sources. The first term ! represents the noise of the data. The second term x!$™'x, represents
the uncertainty over the estimation of w. As the magnitude x. increases, so does the predictive
uncertainty.

As a final note, the hyper-parameters y, A are usually priors that are specified before seeing
the data, which can be distributions themselves. But they can also be set to specific values by
maximizing the marginal likelihood function integrated over the weight parameters w [35],

Pyl ) = / p(yIw. 7)p(w[A)dw. (17)

This framework is sometimes called empirical Bayes [38], and is adopted in our approach.

In this work, the computation of Bayesian linear regression is carried out using the python
scikit-learn package [39]. For the regression of each city, the input data (the fourth order of
number of vehicles N*) is scaled to 0-1 interval before feeding in the linear regression model.

Supporting information

S1 Table. Common shorthand Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) name and the corre-

sponding complete US Census Bureau (USCB) official metropolitan statistical area name.
(PDF)

S2 Table. Summary of BPR models for all 74 analysed metro areas. Years of data available
for fitting the model and performance measures for the fitted model.
(PDF)

$3 Table. Summary of city transportation status in 2018 and prediction if one in four com-
muters switch from transit or car share mode to SOV mode. All 74 analysed cites are
shown, ranked by total cost per day. The range shows one standard deviation of the predic-
tions. M denotes millions. B denotes billions. The major city is listed here in representation of
the metro area.

(PDF)

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738 January 11, 2023 14/17


http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.s001
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.s002
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738.s003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279738

PLOS ONE

Estimating road traffic impacts of commute mode shifts

$4 Table. Summary of inferred BPR model parameters for all 74 modeled metro areas.
(PDF)

S5 Table. Percent of adaptation to work-from-home needed to offset the influence of 25%
and 50% transit shift to SOV, out of all potential SOV commuters. Result for all 74 analysed
cites are shown.

(PDF)

S1 Fig. Bayes fit for 74 metro areas. The blue points are the observed data. The solid red line
is the mean prediction, with shaded area covering + one standard deviation of the prediction.
Also shown are grey bars denoting the prediction intervals under a 25% (leftmost bar) and
50% (rightmost bar) transit and carpool mode shift to single occupancy vehicles. (Part 1, con-
tinued in S2 Fig).

(TIFF)

S2 Fig. Bayes fit for 74 metro areas. The blue points are the observed data. The solid red line
is the mean prediction, with shaded area covering + one standard deviation of the prediction.
Also shown are grey bars denoting the prediction intervals under a 25% (leftmost bar) and
50% (rightmost bar) transit and carpool mode shift to single occupancy vehicles. (Part 2, con-
tinued in S3 Fig).

(TIFF)

S3 Fig. Bayes fit for 74 metro areas. The blue points are the observed data. The solid red line
is the mean prediction, with shaded area covering + one standard deviation of the prediction.
Also shown are grey bars denoting the prediction intervals under a 25% (leftmost bar) and
50% (rightmost bar) transit and carpool mode shift to single occupancy vehicles. (Part 3, con-
tinued in 4 Fig).

(TIFF)

S4 Fig. Bayes fit for 74 metro areas. The blue points are the observed data. The solid red line
is the mean prediction, with shaded area covering + one standard deviation of the prediction.
Also shown are grey bars denoting the prediction intervals under a 25% (leftmost bar) and
50% (rightmost bar) transit and carpool mode shift to single occupancy vehicles. (Part 4).
(TIFF)
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