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The Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) has examined the connection 
between traffi c and economic development. What is the relationship between 
America’s gross domestic product (GDP) and the amount Americans drive, 
or vehicle miles travelled (VMT)? The answer to this question is vital if we 
want to both revive a fl agging economy and keep our air free of pollution. 
Fortunately, a look at recent trends and the relationships between VMT, GDP, 
and household income show that the amount we drive, in fact, does not drive 
economic growth. Therefore, cutting traffi c and the pollution it creates is not a 
threat to our economic well-being.

In a vibrant economy, trade, manufacturing, and consumption generate demand for 
transportation. While most studies examine the relationship between energy and economic 
growth (how one can infl uence the other), only one study has made the claim that VMT 
actually causes economic growth.1 This argument has serious implications—if Americans 
want less traffi c, they must sacrifi ce economic growth, and if they want economic growth, 
they must accept more traffi c congestion, and pollution. 

THE “DECOUPLING” OF VEHICLE MILES TRAVELED AND GROSS 
DOMESTIC PRODUCT IN THE PAST 10 YEARS
As the fi gure below shows, the relationship between GDP and VMT has, historically, been 
quite strong. Rising incomes, cheap gas, and the growth of two-income households are just 
three broad economic trends that drove both more VMT and higher GDP. 

Yet, the trend over the past 10 years has seen VMT and GDP diverge. This trend has 
continued into the fi rst seven months of 2011, as VMT has been down 1.2 percent year over 
year (the lowest absolute amount of driving since 2004), while the GDP growth rate for the 
fi rst half of 2011 was just revised upward to 1.7 percent year over year. This “decoupling” of 
VMT growth from GDP growth, and an overall plateauing of VMT overall, is a trend observed 
in other developed countries as well.2
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77.  The 2009 Annual Urban 
Mobility Report published 
by the Texas Transportation 
Institute placed the total 
amount of fuel wasted in the 
US due to traffic congestion at 
2.8 billion gallons for the year 
2007.  http://mobility.tamu.
edu/ums/report/ 

78.  Ben S. Bernanke, “The 
Economics of Happiness” 
(speech, commencement 
ceremony at the University of 
South Carolina, Columbia, SC, 
May 8, 2010).

According to 
U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce analysis, 
the importance of 
travel as a component 
of the US economy has 
been declining since 
the early 1990s, and is 
expected to continue 
to decline through 
2030. 
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Figure 3. Historical Growth of Total On-road VMT and GDPFigure 3. Historical Growth of Total On-road VMT and GDP

Data Sources: VMT: US DOT, BTS, Table 1-32: US Vehicle Miles, FHWA Traffic Volume Trends August 2010. GDP:  BEA National 
Income and Product Account Table, Table 1.1.6 Real GDP, Chained (2005) Dollars
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When individual states are plotted with respect to VMT and GDP, the relationship actually 
trends away from a “VMT causes growth” conclusion, as states with higher GDPs have lower 
per capita VMT levels.

It is also fruitful to observe the relationship beyond just comparing VMT trends to GDP 
trends. GDP, as had been widely argued, is an inelegant measure of economic progress.3 It 
includes some forms of productive economic activity (auto manufacture, agriculture), while 
leaving out others (unpaid childcare, charity, and volunteering), and gives economic “credit” 
to destructive activities (war, cleanup after manmade disasters, pollution). In charting our 
economic progress, then, it is useful to look at measures other than GDP.

For example, when VMT growth is compared to median household income, we fi nd that the 
two are not proportionately related: growth in VMT is far outstripping growth in median 
household income. 

Note the number of miles that go into each dollar of GDP. In brief, it takes less driving 
than it used to to create a thousand dollars of GDP. Even if GDP and VMT were directly 
related, we could still expect economic growth even if we drove less.
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Source: US Census Table H-5. Race and Hispanic Origin of Householder – Households by Median and Mean Income, www.
census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/household/index.html; HH VMT calculated by CCAP using: US DOT Table 1-32: US 
Vehicle Miles,  www.bts.gov/publications/national_transportation_statistics/html/table_01_32.html;  U.S. Households, Families, 
and Married Couples, 1890–2007, http://www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0005055.html#axzz0ys3tXCAW

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce, BEA, Real GDP by state (millions of chained 2000 dollars), 
http://www.bea.gov/regional/gsp/ and FHWA HPMS, CCAP custom data request. August 2009

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce, BEA, Real GDP by state (millions of chained 2000 dollars), 
http://www.bea.gov/regional/gsp/ and FHWA Highway Statistics, 1997-2008, Table VM-2, http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/policy/ohpi/hss/
hsspubs.cfm
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When we put these observations together, a confusing pattern emerges: 1) Americans 
have been doing a lot of driving; 2) that driving does not produce a proportional household 
economic benefi t for them; 3) all the while, it appears to take fewer miles to “create” GDP 
growth in the fi rst place. Confusing? It is, until you realize that driving does not create 
economic growth. 

The relationship between driving, economic growth, and household incomes is far 
more complex than “VMT = GDP.” Employment opportunities, levels of aggregate demand, 
technological advances, and productivity increases are just a few of the many factors that 
likely have a stronger direct effect on the economy than simply driving. Demographic factors 
also play a part, particularly trends among the two largest American population segments, 
Baby Boomers and Millennials. Older Americans generally drive less, and Generation Y 
appears to be showing less enthusiasm for car ownership, as mobile devices and networking 
technologies replace cars as their main conduit to shopping and socializing.4 

This is good news. These trends can give us comfort that efforts to reduce traffi c will 
not result in economic decline. NRDC supports investments in public transit and other 
transportation strategies that give Americans real choices about how and where they want 
to travel, and encourages smarter land use planning to provide access to more products 
and services without more driving to get there. More effi cient use of land and better 
transportation investments can save Americans thousands of dollars on transportation 
expenses each year, and cities millions on infrastructure maintenance and other public 
services. Projects that reduce the need to drive have also been shown to produce a greater 
number of jobs more effi ciently than does paving roads. Cutting traffi c does not hurt the 
economy; in fact, just the opposite is likely.

Many thanks to Steve Winkelman and the Center for Clean Air Policy. Their report, “Growing 
Wealthier: Smart Growth, Climate Change and Prosperity,” is the source of this fact sheet’s 
images. Interested readers should consult “Growing Wealthier” to learn more.
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Source: U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Index of U.S. Energy Security Risk: Metrics and Data Tables, 2010 edition, p. 35.   
http://www.energyxxi.org/reports/Datatables.pdf   
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Income Distribution and VMT
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79.  See for example Herman 
Daly, Beyond Growth: The 
Economics of Sustainable 
Development, (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1996). Also 
see Dieter Helm and Cameron 
Hepburn, editors, The 
Economics and Politics of 
Climate Change, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009)

80.  Joseph E. Stiglitz, Amartya 
Sen and Jean-Paul Fitoussi, 
“Report by the Commission on 
the Measurement of Economic 
Performance and Social 
Progress” September 2009, 
http://www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.
fr/documents/rapport_anglais.
pdf 

81.  Derived from Pat S. Hu 
and Timothy R. Reuscher, 
“Summary of Travel Trends: 
2001 National Household 
Travel Survey,” US Department 
of Transportation, Federal 
Highway Administration, 
December 2004. http://nhts.
ornl.gov/2001/pub/STT.pdf 

82.  Derived from Carmen 
DeNavas-Walt, Bernadette 
D. Proctor and Jessica C. 
Smith, “Income, Poverty, and 
Health Insurance Coverage in 
the United States: 2008,” US 
Census Bureau, September 
2009. http://www.census.gov/
prod/2009pubs/p60-236.pdf 

The experience for 
most Americans from 
1969 on was one of 
driving substantially 
more, but not sharing 
proportionately in 
income growth.
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