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TTS) to 12.2 km (in COVHITS) in the overall study area. All regions except York experienced increases in median transit trip distances. 

The COVHITS Survey collected additional (respondent-stated) information on e-shopping and transit usages. We do not have similar 
information in the pre-COVID TTS or similar other surveys to compare against. These respondent-stated data indicate that, in the 
study area, 50% of households experienced ordering meals online, 46% of households experienced ordering groceries online, and 
26% of households experienced purchasing clothing online in Fall 2020. Respondents of the COVHITS survey who were transit users 
(made at least 1 transit trip in the survey week) were asked to state their purposes of transit trips. Data revealed that going to 
restaurants (perhaps to pick up meals) was the most dominant (highest percentage of respondents’) purpose of transit trips in all 
regions except in Peel (where shopping was the most dominant purpose). However, going shopping (perhaps grocery) was the most 
frequent (highest number of times per week) purpose of transit trips in all four regions. 

The Fall 2020 COVHITS Survey provides a snapshot of daily life for a sample of residents across the four regions. COVHITS Survey data 
indicate that COVID-19 altered people’s daily activity-travel patterns. A high rate of work from home and the necessity of social 
distancing seems to have translated into a higher rate of daily immobility, higher dependence on private cars, and longer driving 
distances. These are signs of changes in travel patterns in the region, but how long the effects of these changes will stay and 
continue to evolve depends on how long COVID-19 continues to affect public life.  
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Further Information 

The COVHITS Surveys are parts of a specialized data collection program triggered by the extraordinary contexts of COVID-19’s global 
pandemic-induced travel bans and the ceasing of urban residents' activities. It is sponsored by some member organizations of the 
Transportation Information Steering Committee (TISC), which also conducted the Transportation Tomorrow Surveys (TTS). The TTS 
survey datasets (2016, 2011, 2006, 2001, 1996, 1991, and 1986) are currently under the care of the DMG. The DMG is also 
responsible for maintaining the COVHITS survey databases and making available appropriate travel information for any urban 
transportation study in the area by the sponsoring organizations. Requests for information from the COVHITS survey should be 
directed to the address below. 

Data Management Group  
Department of Civil & Mineral Engineering  
University of Toronto  
35 St. George Street Toronto, Ontario  
M5S 1A4  
Tel:  (416) 978-3913  
Fax:  (416) 978-3941  
Email:  info@dmg.utoronto.ca  
Web: www.dmg.utoronto.ca 
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Background 
 

COVID-19 has changed people's travel patterns. Amid uncertainties in the pandemic's future recurrences in various scales and forms, 
it is unclear when the new normal situation (with respect to daily travel demand) will return and what the new normal will look. The 
disruption in daily lives, especially social distancing, the mass-experience in telecommuting, e-shopping, and online social/religious 
activities, may change the travel behaviour of urban residents. Real/revealed ground-truth data/observations on travel demand at 
different stages of post-COVID-19 lockdown would provide data to assess the effects of lockdown and travel demand returning to 
‘normalcy’.  

The Transportation Tomorrow Survey (TTS) has been the core travel demand dataset in the Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH) since 
1986. The latest TTS was in 2016, and the next one is planned to be in 2021-2022. However, future datasets will benefit from 
reference data of the same kind in Fall 2020. The COVHITS survey is designed to gather such reference data on passenger travel 
demand in the Greater Toronto Area. The core of the survey maintains a similar structure to the TTS. However, to capture 
behavioural changes (that may have already happened), it includes additional questions on topics such as telecommuting and flexible 
office hours.  

Two cycles of COVHITS are planned, and the first cycle was completed in Fall 2020. This report presents a summary of Fall 2020 
COVHITS survey results. 
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Report content 
 
The purpose of this report is to summarize the Fall 2020 COVHITS survey results according to regional boundaries. The summary 
provides demographic and travel characteristics presented in tabular format at the two levels of detail: The overall study area and 
each of the four Regional Municipalities (Toronto, Peel, York, and Halton).  
 
Corresponding data from the 2016 TTS are presented in this report as reference points. The overall TTS and the COVHITS surveys 
differ in survey area as shown by the participating jurisdictions and as explained in the section of ‘Area of Coverage’. Note that the 
reported 2016 TTS statistics are of the study area of the COVHITS survey only. 
 
The information presented includes socio-demographic and travel characteristics. In addition to presenting the magnitude of the 
trips coming into and leaving an area, the summary tables also describe travel characteristics such as travel purpose, trip start time, 
travel distance, and travel mode choices.  Definitions of terms are listed on the next page.  
 
The samples of each municipality of the COVHITS survey are weight-adjusted to the corresponding municipality’s key population 
statistics (household size and age distribution). This is to ensure that the samples are true representation of corresponding 
populations. Statistics for the whole study area presented in this report are based on the pooled samples that are further weight-
adjusted to the relative proportions of the corresponding total population of the municipalities. Numeric figures presented in this 
report are rounded. 
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Comparability of 2020 COVHITS Survey and the 2016 TTS 
 
Caution should be undertaken when comparing data between the 2020 COVHITS survey and the 2016 TTS. The comparability between datasets 
may be affected by several factors, including the coverage of the survey, sample size, how well the target population (residents of private 
households) is represented by the sample source used in the given dataset, and changes in survey methods. 
 
The 2016 TTS has the following key characteristics.  

• Survey mode: The 2016 TTS used a mix of computer-aided telephone interview (CATI) and computer-aided web interview (CAWI) 
survey method. 

• Coverage: The 2016 TTS covered 5% of households in the survey area and could be easily expanded to the whole population. 
• Sample frame: In 2016, an address-based sample frame was adopted to obtain coverage of all households, not just those with 

directory-listed telephone landlines. A portion of the random address sample was matched to listed phone numbers and 
received a high response in both telephone and online surveying. However, the ‘address-only’ portion of the sample, which 
received only a survey invitation letter, had a lower response. While it was necessary to use an address-only sample to achieve 
coverage of cell-phone-only households, there is likely higher non-response bias in this portion of the sample. However, this is 
compensated for in part by data weighting. 

• Survey timeframe: The 2016 TTS was conducted over the 3 months in Fall: from September to December 2016. 
• Travel diary: The 2016 TTS collected travel diaries of household members only aged 11 years or more. 
• Sample expansion: The 2016 TTS is expanded to the population in the survey area. An iterative proportional fitting procedure 

was undertaken to adjust the household weights according to the following controls: dwelling type, household size, and 
household members’ age by gender. As the method employed made household-level adjustments based on the age/gender 
demographics of all household members, 2016 expanded household counts in the survey data match the Census household 
counts.  

 
 

The 2020 COVHITS has the following key characteristics:  
• Survey mode: The 2020 COVHITS survey was conducted using a computer-aided web interview (CAWI) survey method only. 
• Coverage: The 2020 COVHITS survey sample size was calculated as the minimum size required to draw regional statistical 

inferences and is very small compared to that of the TTS. 
• Sample frame: The 2020 COVHITS survey was conducted using an online commercial survey panel as a sample frame only. 
• Survey timeframe: The 2020 COVHITS survey was conducted over 1 month in Fall: from October to November 2020. 
• Travel diary: The 2020 COVHITS Survey collected travel diaries of household members aged 6 years or more. 
• Sample weighting: The 2020 COVHITS survey sample presented in this report was too small to be reliably expanded to the total 

population of the survey areas. However, to make the regional (as municipalities) sample representative to the corresponding 
population, a simple two factor (household size and age) based weights are estimated to make each regional sample as a random 
representative sample of their population. An iterative proportional fitting procedure is used to calculate sample weigh-
adjustment values.  
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Readers should exercise caution while comparing statistics between the 2020 COVHITS survey and 2016 TTS due to the key survey characteristics 
differences mentioned above. However, this report presents key statistics of both surveys side-by-side, considering the 2016 TTS data as the 
reference dataset of regular Fall months of the year. To ensure compatibility: 

• All TTS statistics that are presented in the report are of four regions (Toronto, Halton, Peel, and York) only, not of the whole TTS 
area. 

• All TTS statistics are of expanded (to the full population) sample. The COVHITS survey statistics are of the weight-adjusted 
sample.  
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Area summaries 
 
 
 

 
 
 
THE STUDY AREA 
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CITY OF TORONTO 
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REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY OF YORK 
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REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY OF PEEL 
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REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY OF HALTON 
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Lessons learned from Phase 1 of COVHITS Survey 

This section summarizes the key challenges and opportunities that the research team experienced in completing this survey. These 
are as follows: 

• Despite all difficulties related to quickly deploying a household travel survey and completing the data collection within a 
short period, the project met its target by successfully collecting the necessary data. 

• The use of an online survey panel made it possible to collect data within such a short period, but it needs to be clear that 
there are limits on the sample size collected through such an approach. Such limits depend on the size of panels and the 
spatial distribution of panel members’ home locations.   

The travel diary part of the survey was found most challenging by the respondents. So, the CAWI (TRAISI in this case) software should 
consider making the travel diary portion as intuitive (to the respondents) as possible.  

  




