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Main mode of travel to work

This report presents an analysis of 2023 Census data on the main mode of travel to work. Using active
transport and/or public transport has benefits for reducing air pollution, improving health, and reducing
greenhouse gas emissions that contribute to climate change.

Key facts

e More than four in five commuters (84.7%) used a car, van or truck as their main mode of travel to
get to work in 2023.

¢ In 2023, women had a higher use of public transport (7.6% of commuters) than men (5.0%) as
their main means of travel to work. Men and women had similar use of active transport (7.6% and
7.2% respectively).

o People aged 15-29 years had the highest use of active transport (9.5% of commuters) and public
transport (9.2%).

e The highest use of active transport was in Nelson (15.6%) and Wellington (13.2%), while
Wellington had the highest use of public transport (19.1%).

Active and public transport modes have benefits for environmental health

Active transport, such as walking and cycling, has benefits for both health and the environment. The health
benefits include increasing physical activity and producing less (or no) air and noise pollution. A key
environmental benefit is the reduction in greenhouse gases that contribute to climate change (WHO 2011).
Studies have shown that active commuting (such as walking or cycling to work) is associated with a
reduction in cardiovascular risk (Celis-Morales et al 2017; Patterson et al 2020).

Use of public transport also increases physical activity, reduces air pollution (by not taking a private vehicle),
is safer than travelling by private vehicle (Frith et al 2015), and can improve mental health (Martin et al 2014;
Mytton et al 2016).

Data for this indicator comes from the New Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings. The Census
collects the one main way (defined as the one used for the longest distance) that adults aged 15+ years
used to travel to work (for example, by bicycle, bus, walking or jogging). The question has changed over time
to reflect changing work patterns. Up to and including the 2013 Census, the question was about travel on
Census day specifically. In 2018 and 2023, the question asked people to answer in relation to where they
worked in the 7-day period up to and including the Sunday before Census day. Those who responded that
they mostly worked away from home were asked to indicate the one main way that they usually travelled to
work (that is, the one used for the greatest distance).
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More than four in five commuters used a motor vehicle to get to work

In 2023, the main means of travel for most commuters (84.7%) was a car, truck or van. Overall, 7.4% of
commuters used active transport (defined as walking, jogging or cycling). This included 5.1% of commuters
who walked or jogged to work, and 2.3% of commuters who cycled to work. A further 6.3% of commuters
used public transport (public buses, trains or ferries) (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Main means of travel to work on Census day, among commuters, 2023 (number
and percentage of commuters)
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Notes: ‘Car, truck or van’ includes driving or being a passenger in a private car, truck, van or company bus. ‘Active transport’ includes walking,
jogging and cycling. ‘Public transport’ includes public buses, trains or ferries.

Source: 2023 Census

Women and young adults have the highest use of active transport and
public transport

In 2023, women had a higher use of public transport (7.6% of commuters) than men (5.0%) as their main
means of travel to work. Men and women had similar use of active transport (7.6% and 7.2%, respectively)
(Figure 2).

By age group, young adults aged 15-29 years had the highest use of active transport (9.5%) and public
transport (9.2%). In contrast, people aged 65 years and over had the lowest use of active transport (6.3%)
and public transport (3.5%).
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Figure 2: Use of active or public transport among commuters, by gender and age group,
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Notes: ‘Active transport’ includes walking, jogging and cycling. ‘Public transport’ includes public buses, trains or ferries.
Source: 2023 Census

Highest level of active and public transport in the Wellington region

There were substantial regional differences in the use of active transport (walking, jogging or cycling) and
public transport (bus or train) in 2023 (Figure 3). Commuters in the Wellington region had the highest level of
public transport use (19.1%), and the second highest level of active transport use (13.2%). Nelson had the
highest use of active transport (15.6%).

Overall, regions with higher rates of using either active transport or public transport included Wellington,
Nelson, Otago, West Coast and Auckland. By comparison, less than 6% of commuters used active or public
transport in Northland, Gisborne and Hawke’s Bay.

Main mode of travel to work | March 2025 Page 3| www.ehinz.ac.nz


http://www.ehinz.ac.nz/

Figure 3: Use of active or public transport among commuters, by regional council, 2023
(percentage of commuters)
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Notes: ‘Active transport’ includes walking, jogging and cycling. ‘Public transport’ includes public buses, trains or ferries.
Source: 2023 Census

Data for this indicator

Data for this indicator comes from the New Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings. The Census collects the one
main way (defined as the one used for the longest distance) that adults aged 15+ years used to travel to work (for
example, by bicycle, bus, walking or jogging). In the 2023 Census, people were asked to respond in relation to where
they worked in the 7-day period up to and including the Sunday before Census day. Those who responded that they
mostly worked away from home were asked to indicate the one main way that they usually travelled to work. People
who did not go to work or who worked from home were excluded from the results.

Because of the change in question wording (previously, people were asked about travel on the day of the Census
specifically) and poor data quality in 2018, no time series comparison has been included in this surveillance report.

For additional information, see the Metadata sheet.
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Explore geographic data on interactive dashboards:

Transport domain dashboard EHINZ dashboard

Previous surveillance reports:
2017

Other related topics include:

Household travel time by mode Number of motor vehicles Road traffic injury deaths and
hospitalisations

Disclaimer

Environmental Health Intelligence NZ — Rapu Matauranga Hauora mo te Taiao - Aotearoa, makes no warranty,
express or implied, nor assumes any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, correctness, completeness,
or use of any information that is available in this surveillance report.
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