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Economic activity, freight logistics, labor force participation, e-commerce, and
workplace flexibility all play a key role in shaping when, where, and how people
and goods move. In 2021, more than 4.18 million miles of U.S. roads supported
essential travel and freight activity, moving 12.68 million tons of goods by truck
and connecting a vast web of households, industries, and supply chain nodes."

Transportation demand is closely linked to gross domestic product (GDP) and
vehicle miles traveled (VMT). As the economy expanded from $13.7 trillion in
2000 to $21.8 trillion in 2023, VMT trends generally mirrored this growth, with
some temporary declines during economic downturns such as the 2007-2009
recession and again in 2020.2 Highway travel increased by over 20 percent
(from 4.4 million miles to 5.3 million miles), while lane miles only increased by
6 percent.® This discrepancy underscores a growing gap between capacity
expansion and user demand.
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Labor force growth and evolving work habits are also transforming
transportation patterns. Older workers, aged 65 and over, more than doubled
between 2002 and 2021, rising from 4.6 million to 10.6 million—a 146 percent
increase.* Some people are continuing to work past retirement age or engaging
in part-time roles, while flexible work schedules have become more common.
Although VMT has recovered since 2020, in 2023 downtown travel remained

27 percent lower,® and peak congestion is now concentrated on midweek days
and spread across broader time windows. These shifts have produced flatter
demand curves and increased midday traffic, reflecting new rhythms of personal
travel, errands, and leisure.

shopping, and hybrid work becomes the norm, transportation systems must
also adapt to new patterns of movement, congestion, and infrastructure needs.

S As industries adapt to changing supply chains, households shift to online

For more information, contact the FHWA Office of Transportation Policy Studies at
PolicyStudiesFeedback@dot.gov
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FREIGHT PATTERNS

In 2021, trucks moved 12.68 million tons
of goods, helping connect

4.2 million miles of roads to America’s
economy, but most truck shipments

cover short to medium distances.
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E-COMMERCE

E-commerce now drives 14 percent of
consumer sales and has shifted travel
demand from personal shopping trips to
increased residential deliveries, especially
in urban areas.®
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2022 was the only year that retail
sales outpaced e-commerce

HYBRID WORK SCHEDULES

Hybrid work schedules have reduced
peak-hour congestion and shifted travel
to midday and midweek, reshaping
traditional commute patterns.
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