
How the Travel Patterns of Older Adults Are Changing: 
Highlights from the 2009 National Household Travel Survey  

Older adults comprise an increasing share of the nation’s travel. Although 
individuals are traveling less, particularly in private vehicles, public transportation 
use is up. Older men are more mobile than older women; however, the gap has 
been narrowing. The number of older nondrivers has grown by more than 
one million, raising concerns about future mobility needs. 

Older Adults Comprise an Increasing 
Share of the Nation’s Travel 

The 2009 National Household Travel 
Survey (NHTS) reflects how the aging of 
America has influenced travel in the 
United States. This is not surprising, given 
that the population age 65 and older grew 
more than 2 percent annually between 
2001 and 2009. Transportation planners 
can expect additional changes in the 
composition of travel, as the population 
age 65 and older is projected to grow by 
another 60 percent over the next 15 years.1

Share of trips has grown 

  

As the population ages, so does the 
proportion of older trip-makers. In 2001, 

11 percent of all trips in the United States 
were taken by persons age 65 and older. 
By 2009, that share had increased to 
12 percent. The total number of trips

Share of miles has grown 

 by 
older adults increased by 10 percent, to 
45.5 billion trips. These include trips by all 
means of surface and water transportation.  

The number and share of miles of travel 
by older Americans continues to increase. 
The total number of miles traveled by 
people 65+ increased by 7 percent.  

The miles logged by older adults now 
account for 10 percent of all miles traveled 
in the United States, up slightly from 2001.  

Different Ways to Measure Travel 

1. Average number of trips a person makes per day 
2. Average number of miles a person travels per day  
3. Driving, as measured by vehicle miles traveled (VMT) 

The first two measures are typically calculated for all means of personal travel—made 
in private vehicles, on public transportation, walking, bicycling, and so on. Trips can 
be of any length—a short walk to the corner store or a cross-country trip by train. To 
gain a more accurate picture of everyday travel, the authors excluded airplane trips 
from the calculations. Travel on a per capita basis includes the entire population, 
whether people travel or not.  

Driving is measured only for the miles logged by the driver of a private vehicle 
(primarily a car, noncommercial truck, or sport utility vehicle).  
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Share of drivers has grown 
The age distribution of drivers2 is 
changing. The percentage of U.S. drivers 
age 65 and older increased 1 percentage 
point to 15 percent, and researchers 
project that one in every five drivers will 
be over the age of 65 by 2025.3

Travel by Americans of All Ages 
Decreased from 2001 to 2009 

  

Because of the growing population of 
older Americans, the absolute amount of 
travel and share of travel by people 65+ 
has grown. However, on a per capita 
basis, Americans of all ages are traveling 
less today than at the beginning of the 
century, taking fewer trips and traveling 
fewer miles in 2009 compared to 2001.  

On average, older adults (those age 65 
and older) took 6 percent fewer trips and 
logged nearly 10 percent fewer miles in 
2009 than in 2001. Today they take an 
average of three trips and travel about 24 
miles each day (table 1).  

Driving shows a similar decline. Per capita 
vehicle miles traveled (VMT) for persons 
65+ declined by 7 percent, compared to 
11 percent for people of all ages.   

This decline in travel is likely due in 
part to rising gas prices and a struggling 
economy when the survey was in the 
field (April 2008 through April 2009). In 

a separate survey by AARP in July 2008, 
two-thirds of adults age 50 and older 
reported limiting their daily driving to 
accommodate higher gas prices.4

However, gas prices and a struggling 
economy may not fully explain the decline. 
Following several decades of increase, the 
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 
has documented steady declines in travel 
for several years. Between 1969 and 1995, 
surveys showed steady increases in travel, 
in terms of both average daily person trips 
and miles. Per capita 

  

trip making declined 
for the first time in 2001,5 while 2009 
marked the first year when the average 
number of person miles also declined. 
Driving began to plateau in 2004, and 
dropped in 2007 for the first time since 
1980.6 It may be that Americans hit peak 
travel in the first decade of the century.7

In 2009, the only people traveling more 
were older adults in rural areas, who logged 
more miles for the same number of trips.  

 
More time and more study are needed to 
isolate the effects of high gas prices and 
unemployment from real trends in travel.  

Older Adults’ Modal Preferences 
in 2009 Changed in Notable Ways 

Importantly, while overall trip making is 
down, the proportion of trips by mode has 
changed. Trips in private vehicles have 

 

Table 1 
Individual Travel by Age, 2001–2009 

Age 

Average Daily Miles Traveled  
Per Person 

Average Daily Trips Taken  
Per Person 

2001 2009 2001 2009 
16–49 43.4 38.2 4.4 4.0 
50–74 38.7 35.5 4.0 4.1 
75+ 19.5 17.7 2.8 2.7 
50+ 35.0 32.3 3.9 3.7 
65+ 26.3 23.8 3.4 3.2 
All Ages (5+) 37.4 33.8 4.1 3.8 
* Excludes travel on airplanes. 
Source: AARP Public Policy Institute Analysis of the 2001 and 2009 National Household Travel Survey. 
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declined, while trips by public transportation 
have increased (figures 1 and 2).  

Older adults chose public transportation 
for a greater share of their trips—reversing 
a trend seen in previous decades 
Transit use by people age 65+, as a share of 
all the trips they take, increased by a 
remarkable 40 percent between 2001 and 
2009 (figure 2). This is particularly 
significant in light of previous declines in 
public transportation use among persons in 
this age group.8

In 2009, older adults took more than 
1 billion trips on public transportation (a 
55 percent increase over trips recorded 
in 2001). Fifteen percent of persons 65+ 
reported having used public 
transportation in the past month. Those 
who did took approximately two trips 
per week on average.  

  

As can be seen from figure 2, public 
transportation use increased among all 
age groups, not only among older adults.  

Figure 2 
Share of Trips on Public Transportation by Age, 2001–2009 
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Figure 1 
Share of Trips in Private Vehicles by Age, 2001–2009  
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While older adults retained their preference for automobile travel, they chose public 
transportation for an increasing share of trips. 
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Several factors may explain this increase 
in ridership. First, Congress increased 
federal funding for public transit by 
46 percent with the passage of the Safe, 
Accountable, Flexible, Efficient 
Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for 
Users (SAFETEA-LU) in 2005. Several 
states and cities, eager to revitalize urban 
centers, provided large funding matches 
to build light rail and other fixed 
guideway systems.9 Technology 
applications such as real-time bus arrival 
information and other operational 
improvements offered riders higher-
quality services. At the same time, 

highway congestion continued to grow, 
as did public awareness and concern 
about global warming and dependency on 
foreign oil reserves. Finally, while 
fluctuating on a quarterly basis, the 
underlying trend line for gas prices was 
clearly up between 2001 and their historic 
high in summer 2008.10

Older nondrivers continue to rely on public 
transportation to a greater extent than 
drivers, but that difference is shrinking 

  

Significant numbers of older nondrivers 
(1.4 million individuals) continue to rely 
heavily on public transportation. 

Figure 4 
Average Daily Miles Driven by Sex, 2009 
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Figure 3 
Average Daily Miles Driven by Sex, 2001 
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Twenty-three percent of nondrivers age 
65 and older reported having used public 
transportation in the past month, 
compared with only 13 percent of 
drivers. Older nondrivers take 9 percent 
of their trips on public transportation.  

While still very low (only 1.5 percent), 
drivers age 65+ doubled their share of 
trips on public transportation.  

Walking is the second most popular 
means of travel among people 65+ 
In both 2001 and 2009, the share of trips 
by walking ranked second after travel by 
car. Older adults now take 8.8 percent of 
their trips on foot. Walking accounts for 
a greater share of their trips than either 
public transportation (2.2 percent) or taxi 
(0.2 percent).  

Gender Differences in Travel 

Per capita travel rates for both men and 
women declined between 2001 and 2009. 
Following historic trends, older women’s 
overall travel remained significantly 
lower than older men’s. Older women 
took 17 percent fewer trips and traveled 
35 percent fewer miles each day than 
older men in 2009.  

Older men continue to drive more than 
women of the same age, although the gap 
is narrowing. On average, men age 65+ 
drive twice as many miles as women. 

While older men’s per capita VMT 
declined between 2001 and 2009, older 
women’s increased (figures 3 and 4).  

The percentage of women age 65 and 
older who are drivers continues to 
increase. At the same time, the percentage 
of older male drivers is now on the 
decline. Nonetheless, older men’s 
licensing rates still exceed older women’s 
(table 2). The NHTS recorded 89 percent 
of older men as drivers, compared with 
only 73 percent of older women. But 
because of their greater numbers, there are 
more female drivers age 65+ on the roads 
today than male drivers.  

Regardless of gender, the population that 
drives declines with age (table 2), and 
this has important policy implications.  

The Number of Older Nondrivers 
Has Grown Significantly 

The percentage of the 65+ population 
that does not drive remained the same 
(21 percent) between 2001 and 2009. 
But because of the growth in this 
population cohort, the number of older 
nondrivers increased by more than 
1.1 million. Despite rising licensing rates 
among women of this age group, female 
nondrivers still outnumber male 
nondrivers three to one.  

Many Older Adults Would Like to 
Get Out More Often 

Among adults 65+ who report not 
having taken a trip outside their home in 
the past week, a little more than half 
reported that they would like to get out 
more often. In general, as age increases, 
travel outside the home decreases. This 
may be due to declining health and 
increasing disability that makes it 
physically more difficult and exhausting 
to get out and about. 

Table 2 
Percentage of Population That Drives,  

by Age Group 
(2009) 

Age 
Percent 

Men Women All 
16–24 78.3 79.6 78.9 
25–49 94.5 91.5 93.0 
50–64 95.1 89.0 91.9 
65–74 92.9 84.1 88.0 
75+ 82.9 60.5 69.4 
50+ 93.2 83.3 87.9 
65+ 88.6 72.8 79.5 

Source: AARP Public Policy Institute analysis of the 2009 
National Household Travel Survey. 
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Transportation Planning and 
Policy Must Shift Focus 

The 2009 NHTS shows subtle, yet 
remarkable changes in the composition of 
Americans’ travel, including that of older 
adults. These changes could foreshadow a 
major shift in how Americans choose to 
get around in the future. As the driving 
population ages, the United States may see 
a sustained slowing or reversal in the 
growth of VMT.  

To accommodate the mobility needs of an 
aging population, the focus of 
transportation planning and policy must 
shift from increasing road capacity to 
providing more multimodal solutions. For 
instance, many communities are adopting 
plans to “complete the streets” through 
investments that serve transit users, 
pedestrians, bicyclists, and drivers of all 
ages and abilities. More balanced 
investment in the nation’s transportation 
system will accrue health benefits as people 
increase their active transportation.11

Americans have responded positively to 
recent investments in public transportation 
by shifting a share of their trips to this 
mode. It is essential that policymakers not 
lose sight of these gains. Disinvestment in 
public transportation following 
demonstrable success would reverse these 
positive trends.  

  

At the same time, older adults’ 
predominant means of travel continues 
to be their personal vehicles. Their share 
of the driving population will continue to 
grow. Therefore, investments in 
retroreflective12

Because of their lower licensing rates and 
levels of travel, older women may be at 
particular risk of social isolation when 
they can no longer drive. A surface 
transportation authorization law that 
adequately funds safe and accessible 

public transportation services and in 
particular specialized transportation is 
essential in meeting their needs. Support 
for volunteer driver programs and 
implementation of the CLASS program

 signs and pavement 
paint and other measures that improve 
older driver safety are prudent.  

13 
could help older adults pay for 
transportation services that allow them to 
remain in their homes and communities 
even as they age past driving. 
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program for at least five years will receive a daily 
cash benefit to purchase nonmedical services and 
supports necessary to remain independent and in the 
community. Examples of these services and supports 
include home modifications, assistive technology, 
homemaker services, respite care, personal assistance 
services, home care aides, nursing support, and 
accessible transportation. The amount of the cash 
benefit is based on the degree of impairment or 
disability and will be no less than an average of $50 
per day. CLASS will be financed by voluntary 
premium contributions paid by working adults 
through payroll deductions or direct contributions. 
Because of the five-year vesting period, CLASS 
benefits will not take effect until 2017. 
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