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Annual Passenger Travel  
Tends to Increase with Income
Summer has long been an excellent time to get out on the road,  
visiting family or friends, or enjoying some of America’s amazing parks and attractions. Now, with 
the close of the summer season, the long-distance vacation trips are winding down as children go 
back to school and colder weather starts to set in. I enjoyed the information contained in the fol-
lowing article, produced by the US Energy Information Administration. It gives some insight into 
today’s passenger travel per country, how GDP correlates to national travel frequency, and what 
mode of travel is predominant in each country. In the U.S., passenger vehicle travel far outweighs 
any other form of travel – a factor that will keep our industry strong well into the future. 

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration,  
International Energy Outlook, Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics, National Transportation Statistics

Global passenger travel by light-duty ve-
hicles, bus, rail, and two- and three-wheeled 
vehicles reached nearly 24 trillion pas-
senger miles in 2012 (the most recent year 
with detailed international travel statistics). 
In 2012, the average person traveled 3,300 
miles annually, with wide differences across 
countries that are generally related to differ-
ences in per capita income.

The simple global average masks the 
diversity of passenger travel worldwide: 
people in countries in the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) travel nearly five times as much as 
people in non-OECD regions. Even within OECD member countries, travel can vary widely; average 
annual passenger travel in the United States is double that of the other OECD countries. The passenger-
miles metric reflects both the number of passengers and the distance those passengers travel.

In 2012, the 1.2 billion people in OECD countries traveled about 11.0 trillion passenger miles, averaging 
more than 9,000 miles of travel per person in 2012. The 6 billion people in non-OECD countries trav-
eled about 12.6 trillion passenger miles, averaging slightly more than 2,000 miles of travel per person.

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration, 
International Energy Outlook, Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics, National Transportation Statistics

As countries become richer, their popula-
tions tend to travel more. The energy-related 
implications for increased travel largely 
depend on the mix of transportation modes, 
which varies substantially between OECD 
and non-OECD regions. More than 80% of 
passenger travel in OECD regions was by 
light-duty vehicles. In contrast, just 41% of 
non-OECD passenger travel was by light-du-
ty vehicles, with 35% by bus, 14% by rail, and 
11% by two- and three-wheeled vehicles.

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration,  
International Energy Outlook, Bureau of Transportation Statistics, National Transportation Statistics

The United States and OECD Europe, each with a relatively high per capita GDP, had the most passenger 
travel in 2012, with 4.1 and 4.3 trillion passenger miles, respectively. Within the non-OECD regions, China 
had the most passenger travel, with 2.9 trillion passenger miles. In comparison with the OECD average, 
China’s passenger travel is distributed more evenly between light-duty vehicles, bus, rail, and two- and 
three-wheeled vehicles. China and India, with large populations and significant passenger rail infrastructure, 
were the largest users of passenger rail, at approximately 700 billion passenger miles each.

This article is among several international energy-related articles that EIA has produced as part of the 2016  
International Energy Outlook.
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With such high vehicular travel rates here in the United States, our industry should be well represented for 
many years to come.  We do love getting out on the road!  


