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Issue 

Meeting the mobility needs of an aging population is one 
of the most substantial challenges facing California in the 
coming decades. The number of residents age 60 and above 
will grow to 13.9 million by 2050, representing over 25% of 
the state population. Meanwhile, the number of residents 
age 85 and above is expected to increase by over 70% 
between 2010 and 2030.1

In 2018, the Safe Transportation Research and Education 
Center (SafeTREC) at UC Berkeley conducted a survey on 
transportation mobility issues among older adults in Contra 
Costa County in California. Results indicated, among other 
findings, that a majority of seniors are car dependent, that 
some older adults miss important activities due to mobility 
limitations, and that most older adults want to “age in 
place.”2 A follow-up survey of 302 Contra Costa County 
seniors ages 60 and above was conducted in June 2020, just 
as the COVID-19 pandemic changed life for all residents. 
The follow-up survey assessed the mobility needs and 
changes during the Shelter-in-Place order as well as how 
COVID-19 was impacting other areas of their lives, such as 
their economic situation, views of government regulatory 
efforts, feelings of social isolation, and work/employment 
status. This brief presents findings from the follow-up 
survey.

Key Research Findings

COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent Shelter-in-Place 
order significantly reduced senior mobility and activities. 
The average number of trips for grocery and other shopping 

was reduced from 3.5 times a week in 2018 to just under 
twice a week in June 2020, while travel to work (for those 
respondents who are not retired) was cut by two-thirds. 

Public transportation use declined. There was a notable 
decrease in the number of 2020 respondents who used 
public transportation in the past year compared with 2018 
respondents (58.5% in 2020 vs. 86.8% in 2018). 

In-person communication has largely been replaced by 
phone and online options. Nearly two-thirds of respondents 
said they used email daily, while over one-third used social 
media daily, and over half texted daily with others. Online 
video chats, such as through the online platform Zoom, were 
another way that many respondents communicated during 
the pandemic and Shelter-in-Place order, and over half of 
those who used online video chat said that it had replaced 
all of their in-person meetings or personal contacts.

The Shelter-in-Place order influenced decisions regarding 
medical care. Just under half of all respondents indicated 
that during the Shelter-in-Place order they had experienced 
a medical problem that necessitated consulting a doctor. 
Among those, the most common to least common responses 
were as follows:

1. Called a doctor or nurse line to discuss the medical 
problem

2. Went to a doctor’s office for care

3. Went to an emergency room

4. Had a video consultation with a medical professional
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5. Did nothing about the problem 

6. Made an appointment for a future date

Access to basic provisions was impacted for a small 
percentage of respondents. A total of 8% of respondents 
said they had run out of food or other important items 
during the Shelter-in-Place order.

Exercise routines were altered. Exercising outside 
the home decreased approximately 20% among survey 
respondents between January 2020 and June 2020, and 
while over one-third went to the gym in January, less than 
one percent did so in June. 

Outside entertainment was largely replaced by online 
options. While 61.4% of survey respondents said they 
sought outside entertainment in January 2020, by June 
2020, a total of 69.9% accessed such entertainment online 
at home—an almost complete reverse. 

Working hours were increased or decreased for half of 
employed respondents. Among employed respondents 
(many of the respondents are retired), 35.6% stated that 
they were working fewer hours, and 22.5% were working 
additional hours during the Shelter-in-Place order. 

Workers expressed concern about spreading or 
contracting the virus. Nearly 78% feared spreading or 
contracting COVID-19 because of their work or their 
transportation to and from work.

Nearly one-fifth experienced financial insecurity. 
Respondents were asked about the economic impact of 
the pandemic and the Shelter-in-Place order, and while 
approximately three-quarters said they felt about the same 
level of comfort, almost 20% felt less financially comfortable 
than before the Shelter-in-Place order. 

An overwhelming majority agreed that the Shelter-in-
Place order was necessary. A total of 84.5% of respondents 
strongly agreed or agreed with the statement “The Shelter-
in-Place order is necessary to keep residents healthy and 
safe.” 

No respondents contracted COVID-19. None of the 2020 
survey respondents reported being diagnosed with the 
virus, and 88.2 percent were not concerned that they could 
get infected from a member of their household.

Future Research Directions

Follow-up surveys should be conducted in order to assess 
and monitor the long-term impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the senior population. Also, it may be 
beneficial to include additional analysis as part of future 
survey efforts, such examining survey respondents’ general 
travel patterns in more detail by license and driving status, 
age, health and socioeconomic characteristics, as well 
as conducting focus groups with lower socioeconomic 
populations in Contra Costa County. Results from the survey 
highlighted in this brief could also be used to inform the 
development of a model for agencies to use when planning 
for an aging population with unique transportation needs 
and challenges during a pandemic or other crisis.

More Information

This policy brief is drawn from The Impact of COVID-19 on 
the Mobility Needs of an Aging Population in Contra Costa 
County research report authored by David R. Ragland, 
Glenn Shor, and Grace Felschundneff with SafeTREC at 
UC Berkeley. The full report can be found on the UC ITS 
website at www.ucits.org/research-project/2020-32. For 
more information about the findings presented in this brief, 
please contact David R. Ragland at davidr@berkeley.edu.

1Brown, E.G., Dooley, D. S., & Connolly, L. (2017). California State Plan on Aging, 2017-2021. https://www.aging.ca.gov/docs/Highlights/CSP_Plan_Aging/

California%20State%20Plan%20on%20Aging%202017-2021.pdf.

2Ragland, D.R., MacLeod, K.E., McMillan, T., Doggett, S. & Felschundneff, G. (2019). Assessing and Addressing the Mobility Needs of an Aging Population. Safe 

Transportation Research and Education Center, UC Berkeley. https://trid.trb.org/view/1605055.
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