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1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 PROJECT OVERVIEW 

The Regional Transportation Authority (RTA) conducted the COVID-19 Lapsed Rider Survey to 

better understand the travel behavior, attitudes, and preferences of current and lapsed transit 

riders in the Chicago region during the COVID-19 pandemic. RTA, as well as stakeholders at 

the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP) and the three Service Boards, the 

Chicago Transit Authority (CTA), Metra, and Pace, will use this survey data to better understand 

their shifting markets through the pandemic and to then guide planning and policymaking as the 

pandemic evolves. The survey provides a unique resource to examine willingness of lapsed 

riders to return to transit as the situation does evolve. 

Developed as a repeated cross-sectional study, Wave 1 of the survey was conducted in 

November 2020 and Wave 2 in January 2021 to examine how behavior and sentiment has 

changed over time. The research team used an online survey platform to field the survey. Over 

60,000 email invitations were sent to customers from CTA, Metra, and Pace for each wave. The 

RTA also established social media and website outreach campaigns to promote the survey. 

Following data collection, survey data was then processed, cleaned, and weighted to key 

demographics. The final weighted dataset includes 2,558 respondents for Wave 1 and 3,079 

respondents for Wave 2. Analysis focused on segmentation of respondents by rider type and 

Service Board. Rider type was classified as either current or lapsed transit rider, and defined as 

follows: 

¶ Current rider - respondent who currently (at time of Wave 1 or Wave 2 survey) uses the 

relevant transit service one day per week or more 

¶ Lapsed rider - respondent who currently (at time of Wave 1 or Wave 2 survey) uses the 

relevant transit service less than one day per week but had used that service one day 

per week or more leading up to March 2020 

All reported analysis examined weighted survey results from this sample. 
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 KEY FINDINGS 

The survey produced an enormous breadth and depth of data to explore. The research team 

compiled extensive, detailed analysis from the survey. Key findings from the survey are 

summarized as follows: 

1) Significant numbers of transit riders have stopped using CTA, Metra, and Pace 

altogether during the pandemic and had not yet shown signs of returning by 

January 2021. Many respondents who used a particular transit service before March 2020 

were no longer using that service at all in November 2020 or January 2021. A slight further 

dip between November and January likely reflects some combination of real and perceived 

concern for a post-holiday COVID-19 outbreak as well as entry to winter weather. 

2) Current transit riders are disproportionately essential on-site1 workers, Black or 

Latino, or low-income. Comparison of current and lapsed riders on CTA, Metra, and 

Pace shows with stark clarity that certain segments of the general rider population are 

more reliant on transit service during the pandemic than others. Current riders are 

significantly more likely than lapsed riders to report household income below $50,000, to 

maintain on-site work, or to identify with a non-White race/ethnicity. 

3) Telecommuting has increased greatly since the onset of the pandemic and should 

be expected to continue well above pre-pandemic rates into the future. The survey 

data shows significant increases in telecommuting from pre-pandemic levels and further 

details that respondents largely expect to maintain high levels of telecommuting into the 

future. Logically, but notably, the data shows a significant rift between telecommuting 

activity reported by current riders and lapsed riders. 

4) Many lapsed riders do expect to return to transit as the COVID-19 pandemic abates 

but transformational and persistent trends such as telecommuting may supersede 

diminishing health concerns. Survey results show that many transit riders do hope to 

return to transit as vaccine rollout continues and public health concerns disappear. 

However, as mentioned in the preceding key finding, the lingering impact of telecommuting 

on trip-making behavior may outweigh this optimism. Amongst lapsed riders, only 

approximately 80% of those respondents expect to return fully to transit once COVID-19 

health concerns abate. Frequency of transit use and trip purpose will likely be impacted by 

the persistence of telecommuting for many. 

 

 
1 Using a segmentation by job industry type separating on-site industries (e.g., retail, education, or health 
care) from professional industries (e.g., financial services, business services) and the ñmixedò industries 
(e.g., government, non-profit) which fall between the two; explored further in section 4.4 
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5) Anticipated future levels of telecommuting appear to be reducing slightly as the 

pandemic evolves, particularly amongst employees in professional service 

industries (ñnon-essentialò workers). A key ñmixedò industry1 segment that falls 

between professional industries (ñnon-essentialò workers) and on-site industries 

(ñessentialò workers) are most likely to swing telecommuting behavior as health 

conditions evolve. Respondents employed in professional industries (ñnon-essentialò 

workers, in large part) reported less expected future telecommuting in January than in 

November. This likely reflects both optimism around vaccine rollout as well as potentially 

more clarity from employers around a future return to the office. Respondents who work in 

ñmixedò industries such as government and education actually reported increased 

telecommuting in January compared to November, reflecting their status as a ñswingò 

group whose telecommuting is more sensitive and flexible to the current situation (e.g., 

virus, weather) and shifts most rapidly as positive or negative changes in the current 

environment occur. 

6) Unlike transit use and the use of other modes, household vehicle use has held 

relatively steady through the pandemic. While a household vehicle is the most 

common mode substituted for pre-pandemic transit trips, most transit trips are 

being foregone rather than replaced. Usage of most other modes (any use reported) 

showed significant drops as seen for transit, with notable exceptions for household 

vehicles and walking. Any use of household vehicles held relatively steady and household 

vehicles were the most common substitute for transit during the pandemic. However, 

many respondents did not shift transit trips to any other mode, and instead simply did not 

make those trips. 

7) Riders are pleased with Service Board COVID-19 response and continued health 

and safety investments should focus on vehicles themselves. More than half of all 

current transit riders are pleased with health precautions implemented by the Service 

Boards to combat the spread of COVID-19. The analysis also shows significantly less 

comfort amongst lapsed riders, providing the Service Boards an area where both 

increased precautions and improved outreach surrounding current efforts may entice 

lapsed riders back to transit use. Respondents indicated overwhelming interest in targeting 

additional health and safety measures at cleaning and enforcement on vehicles. 
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8) In the near future, riders want to see improved transit speed, reliability, and 

connections across transportation services and geographies. In an exercise about 

prioritizing investments, respondents allocated a hypothetical investment ($10) amongst 

many areas with top choices including train speed and reliability, suburb-to-suburb transit 

connections, supportive shared mobility options, and connection and experience between 

CTA, Metra, and Pace. Notably, lapsed riders were significantly more focused on the 

importance of that seamless connection between CTA, Metra, and Pace than current 

riders were. 
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2.0 KEY FINDINGS 

Key findings from this survey provide insight into who is riding during the pandemic (and who is 

not), how these lapsed and current ridersô lives have changed during the pandemic, how their 

behavior and attitudes continue to evolve over time, and what the post-pandemic transit future 

might look like for these riders. 

 

1. Significant numbers of transit riders have stopped using CTA, Metra, and Pace 

altogether during the pandemic and had not yet shown signs of returning by January 

2021.  

The RTA Lapsed Rider Surveyôs repeated cross-sectional data provides another view on how 

ridership dropped and identifies a range of the share of riders who have stopped transit use all 

together at multiple points during the pandemic. Figure 1 shows that many respondents who 

used a particular transit service before March 2020 were no longer using that service at all in 

November 2020 or January 2021. A slight further dip between November and January likely 

reflects some combination of real and perceived concern for a post-holiday COVID-19 outbreak 

(which occurred more at a national level, while Chicagoôs minor spike maintained fewer cases 

than in its November peak) as well as entry to winter weather. 

FIGURE 1: ANY USE OF TRANSIT BY TIME PERIOD AND TRANSIT SERVICE ï WAVES 1&2 
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2. Current transit riders are disproportionately essential workers, Black or Latino, or low-

income. 

Comparison of current and lapsed riders on CTA, Metra, and Pace shows with stark clarity that 

certain segments of the general rider population are more reliant on transit service during the 

pandemic than others. Figure 2 shows that current riders are significantly more likely than 

lapsed riders to report household income below $50,000 and, particularly, below $25,000. 

Figure 3 demonstrates that current riders are significantly more likely to maintain on-site work2 

than lapsed riders, most notably for Pace and Metra. Figure 4 through Figure 6 show that 

current riders are significantly more likely than lapsed riders to identify with a non-White 

race/ethnicity.  

FIGURE 2: INCOME BY SERVICE BOARD AND RIDER TYPE ï WAVES 1&2 

 

 
2 Using a segmentation by job industry type separating on-site industries (e.g., retail, education, or health 
care) from professional industries (e.g., financial services, business services) and the ñmixedò industries 
(e.g., government, non-profit) that fall between the two; explored further in section 4.4 
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FIGURE 3: INDUSTRY GROUP BY SERVICE BOARD AND RIDER TYPE ï WAVES 1&2 

 

FIGURE 4: RACE/ETHNICITY BY RIDER TYPE FOR CTA ï WAVES 1&2 

 
Note: Select all that apply; totals may not sum to 100% 
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FIGURE 5: RACE/ETHNICITY BY RIDER TYPE FOR METRA ï WAVES 1&2 

 
Note: Select all that apply; totals may not sum to 100% 

FIGURE 6: RACE/ETHNICITY BY RIDER TYPE FOR PACE ï WAVES 1&2 

 
Note: Select all that apply; totals may not sum to 100% 
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3. Telecommuting has increased greatly since the onset of the pandemic and should be 

expected to continue well above pre-pandemic rates into the future. 

The survey data shows dramatic increases in telecommuting from pre-pandemic levels and 

further details that respondents largely expect to maintain a notable level of telecommuting into 

the future. Figure 7 shows the percent of respondents who indicate telecommuting 2+ days per 

week in each time period, including their expectations for the future when public health concerns 

have been alleviated. Logically, but notably, the data shows a significant rift between 

telecommuting activity reported by current riders and lapsed riders. 

FIGURE 7: TELECOMMUTING 2+ DAYS PER WEEK BY TIME PERIOD AND RIDER TYPE 
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4. Many lapsed riders do expect to return to transit as the COVID-19 pandemic abates but 

transformational and persistent trends such as telecommuting may supersede 

diminishing health concerns. 

In addition to identifying challenges and opportunities for transit providers during the pandemic, 

this survey captured attitudes and expectations around return to transit amongst CTA, Metra, 

and Pace riders. Figure 8 and Figure 9 show that many transit riders do hope to return to transit 

as vaccine rollout continues and public health concerns disappear. However, as seen in the 

previous key finding, the lingering impact of telecommuting on trip-making behavior may 

outweigh this optimism. Amongst lapsed riders, only approximately 80% of those respondents 

hope and expect to return fully to transit once COVID-19 health concerns abate. Frequency of 

use and trip purpose will likely be impacted by the persistence of telecommuting for many. This 

may lead to a future where many riders use transit on occasion but overall ridership remains 

lower than pre-COVID levels. 

FIGURE 8: FULL RETURN TO TRANSIT AFTER PANDEMIC BY RIDER TYPE ï WAVES 1&2 
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FIGURE 9: ANY USE OF TRANSIT MODES (ACTUAL AND EXPECTED) BY TIME PERIOD AND 
TRANSIT SERVICE ï WAVES 1&2 
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5. Anticipated future levels of telecommuting appear to be reducing slightly as the 

pandemic evolves, particularly amongst employees in professional industries (ñnon-

essentialò workers). A key ñmixedò industry segment that falls between professional 

industries (ñnon-essentialò workers) and on-site industries (ñessentialò workers) are 

most likely to swing telecommuting behavior as health conditions evolve.  

The survey data shows that both current and expected future telecommuting behavior is not 

static as the pandemic evolves. Notably, analysis by industry category reveals two interesting 

trends between Wave 1 and Wave 2 as shown in Figure 10 and Figure 11, respectively. Firstly, 

those employed in professional industries (ñnon-essentialò workers, in large part) reported less 

expected future telecommuting in January than in November. This likely reflects both optimism 

around vaccine rollout (emergency use authorization began in the U.S. in December) as well as 

potentially more clarity from employers around a future return to the office. Secondly, this 

analysis sheds some light on employees who work in mixed industries. Notably, these 

respondents reported increased actual telecommuting from November to January, reflecting 

their status as a ñswingò group whose telecommuting is more sensitive and flexible to the 

current situation (e.g., virus, weather) and should shift behavior most rapidly as positive or 

negative changes in the current environment occur. 

FIGURE 10: PERCENT OF DAYS PER WEEK TELECOMMUTING BY INDUSTRY CATEGORY AND 
TIME PERIOD AS REPORTED IN WAVE 1 

 




































































































































































































































































































































