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Executive Summary
This research study intends to help the Chicago Transit Authority (CTA) to 
understand how they can increase ridership and improve their public image with 
millennial professionals. Secondary and primary user research was conducted 
to understand how millennial professionals get around the city of Chicago, the 
challenges they face in doing so, and how they make mobility decisions, so that 
the CTA can identify opportunities to improve public transportation and increase 
ridership. As a partner of the City of Chicago, the CTA has an opportunity and an 
obligation to help provide the best public transportation experience possible in 
order to keep Chicago’s status as a world class city and attract investment and top 
professional talent. Millennial professionals were chosen as the primary user in this 
research study due to their majority ridership on the CTA system as well as their 
changing mobility habits.

Research was conducted using three methods: secondary literature review, 
in-depth interviews, and a diary study. Secondary research was conducted as 
a means to understand the context surrounding urban mobility in Chicago, to 
better understand target users, and to gain a broader perspective of mobility 
trends globally. Fourteen semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted to 
understand professional millennials’ past transportation experiences, the trade-offs 
when making their decisions, and the resources they use in transportation. We 
conducted a diary study with 5 participants through WhatsApp to get an in-the-
moment view of the ways in which people get around Chicago and understand 
people’s attitudes and decisions towards transportation in Chicago. We received a 
total of 20 responses from 5 participants.

Overall, the findings suggested that millennials align their mobility decisions around 
four key values: control, comfort, convenience, and cost. Different situations 
generate different mindsets where users will weigh trade-offs between these 
core values in order to plan a trip. Additionally, there are four primary triggers 
that will alter the way users make decisions: traffic, weather, occasion, and multi-
tasking. Defining what the CTA is doing well and where they are falling short in 
regard to these values, mindsets, and triggers provided insight into opportunities 
for expanding the CTA’s relevance. These include leveraging what the CTA is 
already doing well and building out strategies around cost, control, comfort, and 
convenience; redesigning intervention to address common commuter pain points; 
and creating partnerships with other mobility services to help close the gap 
between public transit and short trips.
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Research Question  
+ Objectives
In response to rising competition from private companies like Uber, Lyft, and 
Car2Go, the Chicago Transit Authority (CTA) sought to understand how they can 
increase ridership and improve their public image with millennial professionals. 
This body of research is intended to help the CTA understand how millennial 
professionals get around the city of Chicago, the challenges they face in doing so, 
and how they make mobility decisions, so that the CTA can identify opportunities to 
improve public transportation.

The research study explored the following aspects of urban mobility: 
• The tools and strategies used to navigate and plan a trip 
• The trade-offs made while making transportation decisions 
• The pain points and challenges in urban mobility 

Millennials and Mobility
Millennials are described as those having been born between the years 1983 
and 2000, and currently make up the nation’s largest generation. Furthermore, 
a research study conducted by the American Public Transportation Association 
indicated that 59 percent of public transportation trips were taken by persons 
between 25 and 54 years in age with 59.2 percent of those trips being to and 
from work. (See Figures 1 and 2) (Neff 7-8) Research indicates that this young 
generation is much less car focused than older generations, and their behaviors 
continue to change in ways that reduce driving. (Dutzik and Inglis) In cities, 
addressing the transportation needs and desires of millennials is essential for 
creating a viable and long lasting mobility network. 

Why the Chicago Transit Authority
Urban growth, technology, the emerging sharing economy, and the changing 
relationship between home and work are just a few of the major interconnected 
systems affecting urban mobility. As a partner of the City of Chicago, the Chicago 
Transit Authority has an opportunity and an obligation to help Chicago become a 
global leader in urban livability and sustainability moving into the next decade.  
The quality of and access to public transportation encourages people to move  
to and invest in the city. By creating energy, pride, enjoyment, and ease of  
movement among urban dwellers, Chicago can better position itself on the  
global economic stage.

Figure 1, Age
Image Source: American Public 
Transportation Association

Figure 2, Employment Status
Image Source: American Public 
Transportation Association
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Research 
Methodology
Secondary Research
Secondary research was conducted as a means to understand the context 
surrounding urban mobility in Chicago, better understand target users, and gain 
a broader perspective of mobility trends globally. The majority of sources were 
drawn from academic and professional research reports, news articles, and online 
sources. Professional reports were the primary source of information for this 
research due to the abundance of rich information compiled by the City of Chicago, 
city and regional transportation agencies, and private contractors providing the 
most up-to-date and accurate data. This research was used to understand how 
Chicago’s transit system has grown and developed over time, who is using public 
transportation, and known issues and opportunities surrounding transportation  
as a way to benchmark for our user research study.

Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted to understand professional millennials’ 
past transportation experiences, the trade-offs when making their decisions, and 
the tools and strategies they take to better transit. The interviews included a series 
of open-ended questions and a short activity. We asked open-ended questions to 
dive more deeply into how transportation decisions are made and attitudes towards 
transportation in Chicago. During the interview, we also conducted an activity 
with participants asking them to choose a type of transportation based on the 
occasion so that we could further understand how preferences change depending 
on scenario. In total, 14 millennial professionals were interviewed. Data was 
synthesized by coding interviews in an excel spreadsheet and looking for themes 
across all respondents.

Diary Studies
We conducted a diary study with 5 participants through WhatsApp to (1) 
understand the ways in which people get around Chicago and (2) understand 
people’s attitudes and decisions towards transportation in Chicago. We chose 
WhatsApp because it’s a lightweight, mobile tool for people to send responses 
during their transit. Based on secondary research, our hypothesis is that millennials 
will choose transportation differently depending on where they are going and the 
occasion of the trip. To understand this, we asked diary study participants to tell 
us where they are going and why they chose a specific mode of transportation. 
Specifically, we asked participants to reflect on their experience during three 
stages: pre-trip, during trip, and post-trip. We received a total of 20 responses  
from 5 participants.
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Schedule
Pre-planning
Conduct secondary research literature review
Benchmarking and goal setting

Research planning
Prepare discussion guide and protocol for in-depth interviews
Reach out to participants and issue consent forms
Design diary study activity

User research
Conduct in-depth interviews
Assign diary study to participants

Analysis and synthesis

Report and presentation preparation

1 Oct - 30 Oct

30 Oct - 2 Nov

2 Nov - 16 Nov

16 Nov - 18 Nov

18 Nov - 4 Dec



Research Findings
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Secondary Research
History of the CTA and the Context for Urban Mobility
Like today, 1892 Chicago was experiencing traffic congestion on its busy urban 
streets as residents and visitors attempted to move about the city from home to 
work and countless other destinations. Entrepreneurs devised the first elevated 
train line in Chicago to carry commuters to their destinations above the busy 
streets. (Borzo) This first train line ran along what is now call the “Green Line,” 
and immediately became a popular means of urban transportation for commuters. 
(Running on the “L”.) The ten years following this first elevated train saw train 
line expansions that helped the city grow and became a defining characteristic of 
the Chicago landscape. (Wisniewski) It has now been over 125 years since this 
first elevated train made its first trip, and Chicago is faced with a turning point in 
public transportation once again. Urban growth, technology, the emerging sharing 
economy, and the changing relationship between home and work are just a few of 
the major interconnected systems affecting urban mobility. As a partner of the City 
of Chicago, the Chicago Transit Authority has an opportunity and an obligation to 
help Chicago become a global leader in urban livability and sustainability moving 
into the next decade. 

The quality of and access to public transportation encourages people to move to 
and invest in the city. By creating energy, pride, enjoyment, and ease of movement 
among urban dwellers Chicago can better position itself on the global economic 
stage. Currently, the combined subway and elevated system has 224 miles of 
track. On an average weekday the CTA provides 1.7 million rides on buses and 
trains combined. (Wisniewski) It has approximately 1,800 buses that operate over 
140 routes traveling along 2,230 miles. Buses provide about one million passenger 
trips a day and serve more than 12,000 posted bus stops in 10 suburbs. (Ridership 
Analysis and Reporting) The Chicago Transit Authority carries one of the largest 
transit-riding populations in the nation on old systems that are not only expensive 
to operate but result in trip disruptions and delays, derelict equipment and stations 
negatively affecting accessibility, and unkempt buses and trains creating unclean 
and unpleasant rider experiences. As a result, transit is unable to stay competitive 
against personal autos and private rideshare services which reduces income from 
ride fares and further widens the transportation quality gap. (See Figures 3 and 
4) According to a recent report by the Regional Transportation Authority overall 
system ridership has been on the rise since the late 1990s, but has trended 
downward over the last five years. (Invest in Transit, 22) As ridership drops  
and service becomes limited the region’s livability, vitality, and competitiveness  
are at stake. 

In order to address these challenges it is important to understand the context 
in which the CTA operates now and in the future by first looking at rider 
demographics. A growing millennial workforce and an aging baby boomer 
population are pushing the transit industry to adapt to their needs for convenience, 
reliability, and accessibility. Millennials, born between 1983 and 2000, are the 
nation’s largest and least car-focused generation. (Dutzik and Inglis) 

Figure 3
Image Source: Active 
Transportation Alliance

Figure 4
Image Source: Active 
Transportation Alliance
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Work patterns such as changing office hours and work-from-home trends create 
uncertainty as people seek out transportation options that can adapt to their 
lifestyle. However, according to a report by CMAP, the majority of regional residents 
still drive cars for most daily trips. (Travel Trends) As private car ownership 
combines with the increase use of ride sharing services to exacerbate congestion 
in dense urban areas, public transit becomes at risk. The Regional Transportation 
Authority report Invest in Transit states:
 
 “If private mobility services become common in dense urban
 areas where transit service is strongest, it could cause a
 vicious cycle of decline in which fewer riders and more cars
 leads to slower bus speeds, less frequent service, and ridership
 losses. This devolution could ultimately result in more
 congested streets and transit service cuts, any of which would
 be bad news for transit riders and our region as a whole.”
 (Invest in Transit)

Looking at other cities around the world and how they have incorporated innovative 
transportation strategies into their mobility systems can provide insight and 
inspiration for conducting focused user research. In a recent report by McKinsey 
& Company surveying 24 global cities, including Chicago, residents identified 
five of the most important factors they look for in public transportation: safety, 
congestion, predictability, air pollution, and traffic noise. (See Figure 5) (Knupfer, 
23) When surveying users McKinsey used a set of six indication categories by 
which to measure the quality of each city’s transportation network from the user’s 
perspective before, during, and after a trip. These are: 
 
 1) Availability: rail, road, shared, and external systems
 2) Affordability: public transport and barriers to private
 3) Efficiency: public and private transport
 4) Convenience: comfort, ticketing, electronic services, and transfers
 5) Sustainability: safety and environmental impact
 6) Public Perception: satisfaction with the current system

When user satisfaction was measured across these six categories Singapore, 
Seoul, and London are among the top ranking cities. Innovations such as predictive 
maintenance, collaboration with tech companies to create seamless route planning 
and wayfinding, Intelligent Bus Management systems, exclusive bus lanes, free wifi 
access, and private vehicle traffic management systems are a few achievements 
that set these cities apart. (Knupfer, 48-67) In a 2015 report by the National League 
of Cities Helsinki’s Mobility on Demand project was highlighted for developing 
a visionary app that intends to provide mobility on demand integrated across all 
forms of public and shared transit with a single payment system by 2025. (DuPuis, 
Nicole, et al, 16) Common themes that emerge from studying exemplary urban 
transportation systems are the integration of technology and the combination of 
different transportation modes into a coherent whole so that movement is easy, 
equitable, and enjoyable.  

Figure 5
Image Source: 
McKinsey&Company



Figure 6
Image Source: Frontier Group

Millennials’ Day-to-Day Transportation Experience Differs from Other Generations
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This user research study aims to uncover key customer experience attributes that 
will help the CTA provide transportation services with a competitive advantage in 
today’s rapidly changing urban context. It is crucial for the sustainability of the CTA 
and the livability of the city of Chicago that public transportation is positioned to 
incorporate emerging technologies and proactively address change. With aging 
infrastructure and high maintenance and repair costs on old assets, it is imperative 
that the CTA use its limited financial resources on impactful improvements that will 
help transit maintain its competitive edge now and into the future. 

Millennials and Mobility
People’s transportation habits in Chicago are changing rapidly, from 10 years 
ago when living in Chicago without a car was perceived as eccentric behavior, to 
recently, where people would rather take public transportation instead of drive a 
car (Dellinger, 2014). Millennials are driving less and getting driver’s licenses at a 
lower rate as they seek out alternatives to traditional car ownership. (See Figure 
6) Furthermore, multiple modes of connected transportation and transfer fluidly 
are significant in satisfying the millennials’ need for replacing the convenience and 
flexibility of private cars (DuPuis, Nicole, et al, 8). With less preference and reliance 
on car ownership, they will be further attracted to cities with dynamic transportation 
that suits their special needs distinct from the older generations. As millennials are 
becoming the city’s dominant workforce they are determining the future economic 
success of Chicago. It is important to create easy, flexible, enjoyable mobility 
experiences for future cities’ prosperity (Goldberg, 2014). “Cities that don’t invest in 
effective transit solutions today will lose out in the long run.” (Myers, 2014).
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Interviews
Interviews were conducted to better understand mobility decisions through  
three key strategies:

• Unpack past experiences for insights into how different scenarios affect  
transit decision making.

• Understand trade-offs people make when making transportation decisions.
• Understand the tools and strategies that people use to help make  

these decisions. 
 

Insights: decisions aren’t simple – they are a series of fast, 
interrelated trade offs.

Convenience is one of the most important factors. As a result, transit modes that 
are difficult to access, are unreliable, or make transferring from one mode to 
another too time consuming are negatively viewed. 

Information should be easily accessible, clearly displayed, and accurate to reduce 
commuter stress. There are a lot of touch points in the transit system that can go 
wrong and affect a trip. There is a clear disconnection between the information 
provided by navigation applications and the actual functioning of the buses and 
trains.

Many people visiting or moving from other countries find the CTA to be 
comparatively dirty and uncomfortable.

The ability to remain productive or relax during a commute is seen as a benefit of 
public transportation.

There is a steep learning curve for newcomers in figuring out how the transit 
system in Chicago functions. Buses are more intimidating to first time riders, but 
provide greater transit coverage than the trains.

The trains are seen as more reliable and consistent.

People will alter their transportation modes based on urgency and the ability to 
combine errands into a single trip.

People like to use ride sharing services on special occasions.

Weekday transportation tends to be set to a routine while weekend transportation is 
more nuanced.

Some people view their daily commute as a way to exercise and relax before or 
after work.



Image 1

Image 2

Image 3
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Diary Study
Insights: 
 
Overall, it was clear that many factors influence how the participants made their 
transportation decisions. The factors mentioned during the study included: 

• Weather (i.e. Will I be cold outside?) 
• Speed (i.e. What is the fastest?) 
• Price (i.e. What is the cheapest?)
• Directness: (i.e Will it get me door to door?)
• Complexity of Trips (i.e. Will it take me multiple trains or buses to get there?)
• Exercise Benefits (i.e. Is it good for my health?) 

From the study, trips were never decided based on a single factor. At least 2 or 
more factors played into any transportation decision that was made, showing 
that deciding how to get somewhere is not a simple question. Instead, it is a 
series of rapid-fire decisions that lead to the ultimate decision on what mode of 
transportation to take.  
 

A few themes emerged from the responses submitted:

Trips to work tend to be via public transportation.
4 out of 5 trips to work were via public transportation. Participants appreciated that 
public transportation is for the most part reliable, inexpensive for daily use, and 
gets them reasonably close to their workplace.  

Cold weather makes walkable distances less tolerable
The study was conducted when weather in Chicago was shifting to cold and 
snowy. Many of the respondents reflected this change in their entries, noting that 
the weather impacted their transportation and changed how they made a decision 
around what mode to take. 

“My alternative would be to walk, but it’s a little cold and I have lots to do, so 
bus is faster and warmer.” –Pooja

“It’s cold outside and the bus is quick, direct and cheap.” –Brandon 
(see image 1)

 
At the end of a long day, speed and directness takes precedence
Participants showed less patience around transportation after a long day. They 
either opted to spend a premium for speed or they lamented the wait time for public 
transit.

“I’m always just waiting for the public transportation. Just wanna get in the train 
and finally to get home.” –Zsofia  
(see image 2)



Image 4

Image 5
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“We are in the river north area – we were down on Michigan Avenue to find 
some things for an upcoming event we are going to. We ended up walking 
around a ton today and after a glass of wine with dinner were tired so took an 
Uber.” –Eleanor

Driving for errands and quick trips is often most convenient
A personal car adds convenience when trips are quick and errand-based. Those 
who owned cars tended to use them for errands rather than commuting to work or 
out with friends.

“Gym is only a mile away. It’s snowing outside, so this pretty fast and door to 
door.” –Pooja 
(see image 3)

“On weekends, especially for groceries we go with a car since it’s more 
convenient”. –Zsofia

Premium price is sometimes worth the comfort and speed 
When the weather was bad outside, participants were more likely to opt for more 
premium, direct routes like taking an Uber or Car2Go.  

“I wanted to be outside the least possible amount of time possible and also just 
wanted to be efficient. There was a car2go outside my house so I reserved it 
and what got our list together. ” –Eleanor 
(see image 4)

“We chose to take an Uber] because it’s cold and Uber is direct and point to 
point. Also fastest.” –Brandon  
(see image 5)

Hiccups in transportation cause stress and frustration 
When things don’t go as planned, participants expressed frustration or stress as a 
result. Things like traffic and bad weather are out of their control, yet greatly impact 
their transportation experience.

“I took this photo ‘cause it’s the main reason I am getting to work already 
grumpy. And getting home from work frustrated. Traffic. Everyday.” –Zsofia

“More crowded than expected. Felt kinda nauseous since I was reading  
on my phone.” –Pooja



Key Insights



17Urban Mobility: Tools, Strategies, and Decision Making

Transit Advantages
Ability to be productive and/or relax during a commute.

“When public transportation works really well and is very efficient, you revel in 
the fact that you didn’t spend the money to do an Uber or you didn’t have to 
worry about driving yourself and having to concentrate the entire time.”  

–Brandon B.

“The discomfort isn’t inside the bus or train as much as it is outside... once  
I’m on the train or bus I can just sit and listen to music or catch up on emails.  
Most people on the train just tune everything else out and mind their own 
business.” –Pinakee N.

A cost effective means of transportation in the city.

“I almost think of [the CTA] as free because I have the pass automatically taken 
out of my account.” – Ben H. 

“Normally I will take the train as it is free, and it is not very crowded as I am 
moving out of city center.” –He yuqing

Buses provide public transportation access and route  
coverage where the trains can’t.

“I was actually a little intimidated by the buses when I first moved here and 
solely used the trains, but when I move out to Lincoln Park I discovered the 
buses are ‘where it’s at’ because they get you closer to where you need to be.” 

–Matt S.

The trains provide direct and consistent transportation access.
In a customer satisfaction survey conducted by the Regional Transportation 
Authority, participants identified the ability of the CTA to get them to places on time 
as the number one most important and valued aspect of the system. (See Figure 7)

Satisfaction Quadrant

Figure 7
Image Source: Regional Transportation 
Authority
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Transit Short Falls
Lack of clear and reliable information leads to confusion  
and stress.

“I hope I don’t need to wait for the train. The information Google provide—time 
for next train is not reliable and not efficient. I won’t check on the morning as 
the time is so valuable and I just rush out of my room to the train station.”  

–He yuqing

The feeling of “not being in control” is a cause of frustration.

“If there’s traffic or if there’s some sort of mechanical issue, you’re just stuck in 
that without knowing how long it’s gonna take and not knowing, not knowing 
how long it’s gonna take is stressful in any case, especially when you have to 
be somewhere on time.” –Diane

Buses are unpredictable and often leave riders waiting  
and guessing.

“I just feel I’ve experienced that the trains[…] run more consistently on time, so 
when they publish that it’s a six to eight minute wait between trains. That’s truly 
what you experience. Whereas the buses, you have no idea.” – Brandon

Connectivity between transportation modes is weak and 
disjointed.

“I would tell the person to take the train because it’s cheap and easier to use 
than other public transit options. They could take an Uber or something but 
if they just moved to the city taking the train will help them get familiar and 
comfortable with Chicago faster.” –Liz F.

“I was quite hassled when planning and actually going from the train to the 
bus. You have to be vigilant about too many things and you have to do it fast. 

–Pinakee

Public transportation assets are dirty, noisy, and out dated.

“The train ride is so unpleasant, you have to block out sounds. There’s so much 
stimulus, it’s loud, a bunch of people, it’s dirty – there’s a lot going on.” –Ben

“As I get off the train and even when I get on the train, the atmosphere offends 
me. Many garbage and smell especially annoys me the most.” –Tae
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Mindsets
Commuters often fall into one of the following mindsets. Depending on the nature 
of their commute they factor in different elements to make decisions. The following 
three mindsets are considered when commuters make decisions. 

Get me there quickly 
If commuters need to get from point A to point B and their main concern is 
efficiency, they will strategize according to this need. They might sacrifice comfort 
or cost in order to get on time.

“I would just take an Uber because it’s easier and I don’t want to mess with 
parking. For a trip to the beach I’m not sure if I will be going home sober or at 
what time of day so I don’t want to drive or have to plan on public transit. I like 
getting dropped off right at the spot if I’m carrying beach stuff and if it’s going to 
be an all day activity I can justify the expense.”–Alex

Enjoy the ride  
Sometimes commuters are seeking to find an option that provides the most 
comfort. This often means speed, avoid uncomfortable transitions, unnecessary 
weight times, better views along the ride etc.

“There’s a difference between the journey and the destination. When the 
destination is important, I’ll take an uber, when the journey is more important, 
I’ll walk or bike. Something that’s more enjoyable.”–Ben H.

As cheap as possible 
Commuters that are more price sensitive are actively seeking for the best prices 
and they strategize accordingly. They might sacrifice comfort and efficiency in order 
to achieve this.

“In India you actually don’t have to pay for a ticket ahead of time, you just get 
on and a conductor comes around and collects fair. Also, I don’t like paying the 
same amount for a short trip ans I do for a long trip. If I ride the bus or train a 
long distance I feel like I’m getting a deal but if I just go one stop it feels like a 
waste of money.” –Pinakee
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Values
Control
Being in control of their commute, their times and selected routes makes users 
feel less anxious or frustrated. For instance, riding a bike, or walking gives them 
a sense of control over avoiding delays, traffic, etc. Control for other commuters 
might represent flexibility of schedule and not having to rely on a third party to get 
from point A to point B. 

“With public transit, if there’s traffic or some sort of mechanical issue, you’re 
just stuck without knowing how long it’s gonna take. [It’s] stressful, especially 
when you have somewhere to be.””–Diane

• Reliability: Users of the CTA value reliability and when needs or expectations 
regarding reliability are not met, frustrations take place. Uncertainty around  
when the mode of transportation is supposed to arrive, creates anxiety, 
discomfort and distrust. 

“[It makes me] anxious because I need to be somewhere at a certain time. It’s 
just, it sucks that I’m not in control of my ride.” –Steph C.

“Having a clear sense of how long it’s gonna take and being able to expect 
that. That’s I think very important to me.” –Diane

• Predictability: Some modes of transportation are perceived as more predictable 
than others. For instance, trains are perceived as being more consistent and 
easier to predict as opposed to driving a car, since there are more factors that 
cannot be controlled. For instance, traffic or cars accidents. This perceived 
predictability influences some commuters since it decreases anxieties around 
being able to control their commute. 

“I just feel I’ve experienced that the trains[…] run more consistently on time, so 
when they publish that it’s a six to eight minute wait between trains. That’s truly 
what you experience. Whereas the buses, you have no idea.”–Brandon B.

Comfort
Comfort for commuters means being able to relax and enjoy the ride. It is  
often related to the aesthetic experience each mode of transportation offers. 
Weather is also a big factor in relation to comfort. Being able to have a comfortable 
experience when their is bad weather is a key decision factor when commuters 
make decisions. 

• Aesthetic: Some users select a mode of transportation based on the visual 
aesthetic which they will be exposed to during the ride. For instance the bus 
might offer better views than some trains or vice versa. 
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“There’s a difference between the journey and the destination. When the 
destination is important, I’ll take an uber, when the journey is more important, 
I’ll walk or bike. Something that’s more enjoyable.” –Ben H.

“The train ride is so unpleasant, you have to block out sounds. There’s so 
much stimulus, it’s loud, a bunch of people, it’s dirty – there’s a lot going on. 
It helps to be in your own personal bubble [with headphones] and block out 
stimulus. That makes it more of a pleasant ride. It’s the difference between 
being on a beach and times square.” –Ben H. 

• Warmth: Temperatures in Chicago can get very low. People value the ability to 
stay warm and dry while they wait for their transport to arrive. 

“My alternative would be to walk, but it’s a little cold and I have lots to do, so 
bus is faster and warmer.” – Pooja M.  

Convenience 
Depending on the context and occasion commuters choose modes of 
transportation that require little effort and that are easy to handle, especially in 
regards to transfers. However, this varies depending on the cost, time availability, 
type of occasion, etc.

“I will always Uber or Lift for a night out. It’s easier, gets me right to where 
I want to go and I don’t have to worry about what I’m wearing, whether it’s 
comfortable. I also am looking for a fun and relaxed evening, so I don’t want to 
be bothered with the stress and unknowns of public transit.”–Liz and Alex 

• Availability: Some modes of transportation provide more ease when commuters 
need to switch forms of transportation within their commute. For instance, 
when a person needs to switch train lines, or go from a train to a bus, or switch 
buses. The ease and availability of these combinations varies and influences a 
commuter’s choice in transportation mode.  

“It’s more frequent. The [CTA] has a lot of stations so wherever I get off, I could 
easily walk to the other station without having to walk for very long.”

Cost 
Depending on the commuter’s budget some options of transportation are perceived 
as less expensive than others. For instance the subscription model from CTA 
gives the sense to users that it is free, or almost free since it is paid beforehand. 
Additionally, some users perceived Uber and other ride-sharing services to be 
fairly inexpensive since the aging method is so seamless. However, depending on 
the commuter’s budget each mode of transportation will be evaluated considering 
what they cost. How price sensitive the commuter is depends on the commuter’s 
personal budget allocated for transportation.

“I don’t like spending a lot of money on something that I could get for less. For 
example, if the train or a bus could get me there as quickly as an Uber, and a 
train is practically free just because I’m paying month to month anyway. It’s a 
sunk cost.” –Brandon B.



22Urban Mobility: Tools, Strategies, and Decision Making

Triggers
Weather, specific and special occasions, traffic and the need to be productive 
(multi-tasking) are some triggers that influence the choices commuters make on 
a daily basis. It is common that commuters have specific strategies for switching 
modes of transportation when some of these triggers “activate”. 

Traffic 
For instance, if it is rush hour, and the commuter recognizes this, he or she will 
probably change their commute “strategy” to address the issue.

“Normally I will take the train as it is not very crowded when I am moving out of 
city center…” –He Yuqing

 
Weather
People will often switch commuting strategies in order to protect themselves from 
bad weather and avoid being uncomfortable, prioritizing comfort over cost. 

“I prefer to walk around. It’s just the weather getting cool ... if it’s too cold or if 
it’s too icy been at, might not be ideal to walk around and it will take a lot more 
time if there’s ice and stuff like that. But the thing is that actually my number 
one preferred method of commute would be on foot” –Diane

Social Occasions
Special occasions often prompt people to switch transportation modes and 
prioritize comfort and convenience over cost. Sometimes this means taking the 
train when usually they drive because they want to catch a game, or it means 
calling an uber to get around late at night after a party. 

“I will always Uber/Lift for a night out. It’s easier, gets me right to where I 
want to go and I don’t have to worry about what I’m wearing, whether it’s 
comfortable.” –Liz + Alex

Multi-tasking
Some modes of transportation allow for multitasking. Depending on the user’s 
needs they might select one of transportation over another to do this, for instance, 
taking an uber over riding their own car, or taking the metra instead of driving to get 
work done during their commute. 

“Sometimes when I need to get to work or some meetings in the morning I 
have time to prepare because if I was driving a car, I would not be able to do 
so.”–Sofia



Conclusion and 
Recommendations
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Expanding CTA’s 
Relevance
Defining the positive and negative aspects of the CTA

Control
Having access to schedules in advance and with real-time updates helps people 
feel in control, less anxious or frustrated. 

Not being able to control delays, rely on its timeliness, and getting stuck in traffic 
generates frustration.

Comfort
When commutes are long and direct from point A to point B, usually the CTA 
options are perceived as comfortable. Since often it means people will avoid traffic.

The physical infrastructure doesn’t always provide comfort – it’s often lacks shelter 
from the cold or is dirty and smelly. 

Convenience
Connectivity between train lines and different forms of transportation require less 
effort to transfer from one mode to another. 

Depending on time availability, routes, and the connections, the CTA is not always 
the fastest and easiest way to get around. 

Cost
Pre-paid ride packages are perceived as almost being free and therefore 
something they might as well take advantage of.

N/A

+ 

-

+ 

-

+ 

-

+ 

-
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Opportunities
Control
• How might we provide commuters ways to have more control over deciding 

between the trade offs of cost, convenience, and comfort? 

• How might we increase transparency in relation to how reliable are some CTA 
options over others?

• How might we provide information grounded in facts to diminish the perception  
of the unreliability of certain modes of transportation? 

Comfort
• How might we provide more comfort during “the last mile” of commuters to 

reduce the number of people that decide not to use the CTA in order to be more 
comfortable at this time of day?

• How might we provide more comfort in waiting areas that are exposed to different 
types of weather?

• How might we improve the management of our infrastructure so trains, stations 
and buses remain clean and enjoyable to ride?

Convenience
• How might we create more convenient experiences with short trips?

• How might we create a more seamless or connected experience among 
commutes that require different types of transition during one trip (switching from 
train to bus, or from one train line to another, etc)?

• How might we create strategic partnerships to make our network even more 
interconnected and convenient? 

Cost
• How might we highlight the benefit of pre-paid packages to encourage  

increase in utilization? 

• How might we partner with others to up-sell and bundle benefit-added services? 
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Recommendations
1. Moving forward the CTA can leverage what it has to offer and 

continue to build out strategies that are aligned with what 
people value: 
• Cost
• Control
• Comfort
• Convenience 

2. Consider redesigning interventions to address common  
pain points commuters currently experience.
• Clear and accurate information and planning tools
• Consistency and predictability
• Connectivity
• Cleanliness and quality of facilities

3. Consider strategic partnerships with organizations where 
CTA is missing a strong offering to meet users needs.



Appendix
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Interview Protocol 
 
Objectives 

● To better understand  attitudes  toward urban mobility and how people  use  public transportation in 
Chicago to unpack opportunities for the CTA experience for young professionals. 

● Undpack past experiences for insights into how different scenarios affect transit decision making. 
● Understand tradeoffs people make when making transportation decisions. 
● Understanding the tools and strategies that people use to make these decisions. 

 
Methodology: 

● 60 minutes, inperson interviews 
● Location at participant home or local place 
● Recruit through friends and family  

 
Research Participants 

● N=1014 
● Urban Professionals 
● Ages 2535 
● Mix of transportation types (i.e. car, CTA, ridesharing, biking, walking) 

 
Interview Flow 

● Intro + Warm Up (10m) 
● Transportation Stories, Decisions, Modes (30m) 
● Scenario Activity (15 min) 
● Wrap Up (5m) 

 
Research Questions 
The following questions are areas of inquiry for the research: 
 
Introduction + Warm Up (5m) 

● Tell me a little about yourself and how you typically get around the city.  
● Tell me about your transportation today. 

 
Transportation Stories, Decisions, Resources (30 min) 
 

● Best and Worst Experiences  
Tell me two stories about a time when getting around the city was easy and when getting around 
the city was difficult. 

○ What made that experience easy? Why?  
○ What made the other experience difficult? Why?  
○ What were the biggest barriers to achieving an ideal experience? 
○ What are the major pain points of getting around the city? 

 
● Understanding how decisions are made  

○ How do you typically decide what mode of transportation to take?  
○ How did you make that decision today? Yesterday? Walk me through an example.  
○ What factors are important in deciding how to get around the city? Why?  
○ How does where you are going influence what mode of transportation you take?  
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Research Documentation
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● Understanding Resources/Strategies:  
○ What resources do you use to help you navigate the city? Why?  
○ What’s confusing about getting around the city? Why?  
○ What tools and strategies do you use to navigate the CTA? 

 
Scenarios Activity (15min) 
Now I’d like to do a short activity to understand how different occasions influence your choice in 
transportation. I will give you a scenario. For each, tell me what mode of transportation you would use and 
why.  
 

● Recreation:  A friend lives in Logan Square and wants to meet friends at North Avenue beach in 
the summer.  

○ How would you recommend they get there?  
○ Show us any tools you would use to figure out the best route.  

 
● Groceries:  You’re out of laundry detergent and milk.  

○ How would you plan to get these items?  
○ Show us any tools you would use to figure out the best route.  

 
● Work:  A friend moved to your neighborhood and works downtown.  

○ How would you recommend they get to and from work?  
○ Show us any tools you would use to figure out the best route.  

 
● Social:  It’s Saturday night, you’re going out with friends for cocktails. You traveling from your 

house to West Loop. 
○ How would you get there?  
○ Show us any tools you would use to figure out the best route.  

 
Wrap Up (5min) 

● If you could change anything about the way you get around the city, what would it be? 
● Is there anything I didn’t ask you that would be important to share?  
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Name of interviewer Name of participant Insight Quote Keywords Date of interview
First 3 insights of each interview 
should reflect top 3 aha moments

Amy G Brandon B. Decisions aren't simple – They are a 
series of fast, interrelated tradeoffs 

“What's going through my mind is trying to weigh when 
the bus will get to me based off the information that the 
text message system is giving me versus how much time 
I have to spend before I have to be at the beach versus 
how much time the Uber might take to get to me and into 
position to pick me up versus  how much time both the 
uber or the boss would take to finish the trip.” 

Trade Offs

Amy G Brandon B. “I just feel I've experienced that the trains[…] run more 
consistently on time, so when they publish that it's a six 
to eight minute wait between trains. That's truly what you 
experience. Whereas the buses, you have no idea.”

Predictability

Amy G Brandon B. “When public transportation works really well and is very 
efficient, you revel in the fact that you didn't spend the 
money to do an Uber or you didn't have to worry about 
driving yourself and having to concentrate the entire 
time.”

Value 

Amy G Brandon B. “If I’m going somewhere fancy I don't take the train... Like 
for example, I'm not taking the train in my own wedding, 
but I would take the train to someone else's wedding.” 

Occasion-Based

Amy G Brandon B. “I don't like spending a lot of money on something that I 
could get for less. For example, if the train or a bus could 
get me there as quickly as an Uber, and a train is 
practically free just because I'm paying month to month 
anyway. It's a sunk cost.”

Value 

Amy G Steph C. “The price, the time it takes, and the convenience are 
probably the top three for my decision on how I get to 
work or around [the city], running errands or whatever it 
is.” 

Trade Offs

Amy G. Steph C. “[Via] is okay because I'm in a car but it still takes a long 
time – it's a little frustrating. It’s not as predictable as the 
train… for the most part the train  is going to take a 
certain amount of time unless there's like some crazy 
delay. [However, with a Via car] it could be construction 
and there could be accidents.”

Predictability

Amy G. Steph C. “[It makes me] anxious because I need to be somewhere 
at a certain time. It's just, it sucks that I'm not in control of 
my ride.”

Control

Amy G.

Steph C. “When I'm walking around I see more of the city because 
you're walking at your own pace, you are free to do 
whatever. When I'm in the Via, I’m not as much in 
control. You're in a stranger's car and it's just silent 
[during the ride].”

Control

Amy G.

Steph C. “It's scary just to not know what you're gonna do if 
someone were to attack you… there's always some story 
[in the news] about someone getting mugged or 
something. I typically try to not be engulfed in my phone 
when I'm walking around at night… I want to be aware of 
my surroundings.” 

Safety

Amy G. Ben H.   “There’s a difference between the journey and the 
destination. When the destination is important, I’ll take an 
uber, when the journey is more important, I’ll walk or 
bike. Something that’s more enjoyable.” 

Occasion-Based

Amy G. Ben H. “The train ride is so unpleasant, you have to block out 
sounds. There’s so much stimulus, it’s loud, a bunch of 
people, it’s dirty – there’s a lot going on. It helps to be in 
your own personal bubble [with headphones] and block 
out stimulus. That makes it more of a pleasant ride. It’s 
the difference between being on a beach and times 
square.” 

Control

Amy G. Ben H.

“I almost think of [the CTA] as free because I have the 
pass automatically taken out of my account.” 

Sunk Cost

Amy G. Ben H.

“If I end up needing a car, it’s nice to know that I can [get 
one with Zipcar]. [It gives me] freedom – the ability to not 
be confined to a specific location.”

Control

Amy G. Ben H.

“I really like taking public transportation – it feels nice, but 
when you’re packed into a train and you don’t have any 
space with someone’s backpack in your face or fur hood 
brushing against your head – [it’s unpleasant]. I like  
public transportation because it feels frugal, easy, and it’s 
technically better for the environment than driving 
(though I don’t think about it that much), and it’s quick.”

Value 

Interview Documentation



Name of interviewer Name of participant Insight Quote Keywords Date of interview
First 3 insights of each interview 
should reflect top 3 aha moments

Yuan-He Yuqing He yuqing

Multiple small factors together 
contribute to the modes choice and 
attitude. She chooses to live in a 
place that offer different types of 
transportation methods so that she 
has choices. （Cost- determines the 
frequency of taking (shared) uber and 
lyft.）

"It really depends.It would be the best if I have a car or 
take a cab if I don’t need to think about cost…. as I am 
lazy and tend to get up late on the morning and want to 
get there as soon as possible.. Normally I will take the 
train as it is free, and it is not very crowded as I am 
moving out of city center. But I have to walk for 10 mins 
before and after the train, which is a little bit too much for 
a cold busy morning.But sometimes if I am with friends 
and they want to take the train, even I really want to take 
a cab I will go with them. Multiple small factors will 
contribute to my decision"

Multiple factors-Trade 
off

Yuan-He Yuqing He yuqing

Time is the most important factor, as 
a result, transit methods that are 
difficult to access, or has lower 
reliability or need more than one shift 
will not be considered (like buses). 
Shift seamlessly between different 
modes is really important. For now 
that is the biggest concern for her.

"Time is the most important factor, it is because of the 
cold weather not because I will be late for courses. I don’t 
want to stay outside, walking to the station and waiting 
for the train for a long time in winter, it is too cold....I 
won't take bus as I need to change the bus and also 
need to walk for 15 mins. "

time in terms of shift 
seamlessly

Yuan-He Yuqing He yuqing

Information needs to be presented in 
the best way for their benefit and 
need to be accurate and reliable.

"I hope I don’t need to wait for the train. the information 
google provide - time for next train is not reliable and not 
efficient. I won’t check on the morning as the time is so 
valuable and I just rush out of my room to the train 
station. Maybe more trains available on the morning 
(compared with Beijing, it is slow and you need to wait for 
a long time)" Information

Yuan - Diane Diane

Asians moved to Chicago will 
compare the transportation system, 
and it turns out that CTA train is not 
clean and with lower frequency. 

I would say for the examplary one would be subway in 
Korea because they're super clean. They're always on 
time. It'd be mostly on time. There are very frequent and 
it goes to all places. It's just basically like, I think it's true 
with all Asians, like metropolitan cities, like it's probably 
better than cities in the US. For one thing, like it is like 
cleaner, like that's the thing and they're more prompt and 
frequent that would be exemplary and terrible ones would 
be like, I don't know, like metro for like Chicago 
suburbs and Wisconsin, stuff like that. Yeah. So that 
one's like, it's very prompt, like it's never late or the 
launch of the time, but if it's like sparse for weekends, like 
it only have like one or two hours and if I want a metro is 
the only method of getting, getting somewhere, then I 
have to be stuck for that two hours. Um, so just the 
fact that it's like very sparse. It's kind of terrible...... So 
there are plenty of people who living in the surburb and 
actually commute using metro. 

Clean; frequency; 
Comparison

Yuan - Diane Diane

Good thing of CTA compared with 
metro: cheap - higher frequency- 
seamless switch

if I compare it to them. First of all I get that U-pass from 
the before. So it's much cheaper. That's one good thing. 
And it's cheaper. The others like it's more frequent. Um, 
they have like a lot of stations so wherever I get off, like I 
could just easily walked into the station without having to 
walk so long. So those are good things, but I wouldn't say 
I love cal trains. I just generally don't like public 
transportation that much.

cost; frequency; easy 
switch

Yuan - Diane Diane

Weather is a major issue for people to 
choose transportation methods that 
needs to stay out side - walking or 
biking.

" I hate waiting. I'm so like being stuck in one place, 
especially as the further just so that the train gets here is 
kind of a drag for me, but that's so, so the thing is I prefer 
to walk around. It's just the weather getting cool. That's 
kind of like looking a little gray for me because if it's too 
cold or if it's too icy been at, might not be ideal to walk 
around and it will take a lot more time if there's ice and 
stuff like that. But the thing is that actually my number 
one preferred method of commute would be on foot" weather

Yuan - Diane Diane

Clear and accurate info on how long it 
takes is important. Live message or 
environmental information is needed 
to keep user feels tangible and 
dependable. Lacking sense of control 
is the major issue of experiencing 
taking a train.

Because like when I'm walking I don't have to be stuck 
by something. At most it's the stoplights and they're not 
that long. Um, so even if it's a little slower one, I get the 
exercise too. I'm constantly moving so I don't feel stuck 
somewhere. With public transit if there's like transferred 
to like if there's traffic or if there's some sort of 
mechanical issue, you're just like stuck in that without 
knowing how long it's gonna take and not knowing, not 
knowing how long it's gonna take is stressful in any 
case, especially when you have to be somewhere on 
time. So like, uh, being able to depend on something that 
I would get there on time is like a very important thing 
when it comes to commute and the same with walk is 
that it just take as long as it needs, but it's pretty 
accurate as long as... you know, my body just like, Eh, I 
mean it's very unlikely that my body is going to just like 
stop walking, you know? So having a clear sense of 
how long it's gonna take and being able to expect 
that. That's I think very important to me. And that is like 
one of the reasons why I prefer walking around. But I 
mean I can't be spending like two hours per day just 
walking. So that's, that's the reason I take the public 
transit. information

Yuan - Diane Diane

What they are carrying with them in 
some extend determines how much 
excercise they are willing to take 
during the trip.

The thing is that I don't want to run with my backpack and 
everything. So like if it's a different thing, like I do think 
about it, you know. I would probably not walk because it's 
going to take such a long time. They might pick up 
running for, you know, because it's like within 30 minutes 
it'll be an exercise, stuff like that. But then when I'm going 
to school it means that I'm going to work so I have to take 
my laptop and everything so I have to carry stuff that kind 
of eliminates that option. bear load
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Name of interviewer Name of participant Insight Quote Keywords Date of interview
First 3 insights of each interview 
should reflect top 3 aha moments

Yuan - Diane Diane detour is annoying.

So, um, I don't get on the train station that is closest to 
where I live. I walk up to the main area where all the train 
stations are like very close together and then I get on the 
train. One reason is again, to get the exercise, but the 
other thing is that if I get on the train station from the 
station that is closest to where I lived, then it'll go through 
all the stations around the loop and then we'll go south. 
So it's a bit of a detour. So again, it feels like I'm being 
stuck in this one place and like going to places that I 
don't really actually have to go. So rather walking 
because it takes about the same time if I, even if I walk 
over here to Washington compared to just like getting on 
the same amount of time that it takes to get to school 
eventually. So I just walked for like 15 minutes, get on the 
train and on Washington and then take the train from 
there. Yeah. I don't hate it. I actually enjoy the wall. Yeah. detour

Yuan - Diane Diane

Important information like time will 
help reduce uncertainty and sense of 
losing control while taking the public 
transportation (compared with 
driving/walking/ running)

" I mean there like board in the station, where it says like, 
um, like due, two minutes, five minutes, 11 minutes, stuff 
like that. So I rely on that a lot. I don't completely trust it. 
If it says something like two minutes then Oh, it'll be at 
least like within the next five minutes I would, I would give 
myself some buffer to that information. But if there was 
no information as such, that I'd be totally frustrated 
because I wouldn't have any idea of how long it's going 
take. And I would probably bend if I could just walk to 
school rather than waiting for that not knowing.
Cause like even if it was like three and a half miles, that's 
going to be what, like an hour. So, you know, an hour 
walk is not that bad. And again, like I'm a person who 
really hate waiting. Right. uncertainty

Yuan - Diane Diane

Check google map on connectivity 
instead of the percise timing. 
Combine information from experience 
instead of totally rely on the "closest" 
choices that google offered.

Well, I usually look up on Google maps but I 
already know that's not accurate in terms of 
time. I just look up on it so that I'm getting a 
rough idea of how much it's going to take. Like 
really rough idea, like if it's going to be within 
20 minutes or 30 minutes, 40 minutes, 
something like that. And the other thing is like, 
is this station actually closes or can I take a 
different one if I prefer a certain line over 
another. So just to see the connectivity instead 
of like the precise climate, and I do use it pretty 
frequently. Primary purpose was to know what 
the stations are, but like if I already have some 
information to, oh this station is actually close to 
this but I've been to this one but this one was 
really dirty so I'll use the next one. I can make 
modifications based on knowledge I already 
have a combined with the knowledge that 
Google map or something else give me. 

connectivity instead of 
information accuracy

Yuan - Diane Diane weather

 in the summer I'm like, I love walking around the city so I 
wouldn't mind how long it would take to get that any 
place. I can always walk as it is only hot and it is not 
freezing. So right now the biggest thing is no matter what 
kind of transportation I use there, that moment where I 
have to be like step out 5, face the wind and walk for a 
little bit weather

Yuan - Diane Diane
it is worth to pay to relieve a safety 
concern or tiredness.

if it's late at night, it's like a safety issue. So I, I pay a 
little more to be safe. We don't really know what the 
situation is like midnight, to midnight. I don't know certain 
things how to get to some neighborhood that is...
(dangerous). So that is saying that I mostly trust uber. So 
I'm saying, I mean like, sometimes I am just really 
freaking tired and I don't want to like come to worry 
about waiting for a train, walking over to a station or if I'm 
like really short on time, I would take uber. Like I don't 
really have much of a choice on that occasion. 
you might have to like switch for like three, four times. 
It's very inconvenient. safety  

Yuan- Gaoye Gaoye

I choose where to live based on where I work, so I hope I 
can take control of my trip by walking. Trains are reliable 
as well, but I prefer the environment while walking 
instead of throw myself into the crowd of rush hour train. 
And sometimes it is difficult to find the uber on the rush 
hour. trade-off;

Yuan- Anijo Anijo
Be able to work while commute is 
determine factor for local resident

Expect for driving my daughter to school, I will take the 
blue line. Reading emails is especially important for me 
during the train.

trade-off; multi-task 
handling 

Yuan- Anijo Anijo
Local residents find it easier to travel

It is easy for me to travel in Chicago, I never use Google 
or other apps as I know pretty clear how can I avoid 
traffic and take short cuts.

Yuan-Trung Trung

cost/offering determine the transit 
mode, safety issue contribute to the 
time of taking the train

I live next to campus so I will walk....As we spend nothing 
with ventra card provided by school, I take the train for 
long distance traveling. It is common to see people get 
robbed on the train. So I won't go back too late while 
taking the train. safety

Andreya Pinakee Transit affects housing decisions

“The number one determining factor for choosing where I 
lived was access to transit. I wanted to limit my commute 
to 20 minutes or less each way.” Access 9/23/18
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Name of interviewer Name of participant Insight Quote Keywords Date of interview
First 3 insights of each interview 
should reflect top 3 aha moments

Andreya Pinakee
The system is intimidating for new 
residents

"The whole thing was unfamiliar to me so she walked me 
through the process.  Even with the help of Google Maps 
the process was a little daunting to me...I think the bus 
was the most daunting thing...the Ventra Pass I got at the 
train station didn't work on the bus and I didn't know how 
to pay with cash...This was my first time in the US and 
my first time riding transit in Chicago, so I was quite 
terriffied of doing something wrong, getting lost, or paying 
too much." Intimidating 9/23/18

Andreya Pinakee
Too many steps in the process to get 
wrong

"I was quite hassled when planning and actually going on 
the bus trip.  You have to be vigilant about too many 
things and you have to do it fast.  Hassle 9/23/18

Andreya Pinakee
Small touchpoints cause major stress 
when something goes wrong

"Inside the train it's a little confusing because they don't 
have very clear indicators of where you are or which stop 
you're at along the way.  The naming of stops on Google 
Maps isn't consistant with the naming on the bus...These 
small little things cumulatively cause stress." Disorienting 9/23/18

Andreya Pinakee Cost relationship to distance and time

"In India you actually don't have to pay for a ticket ahead 
of time, you just get on and a conductor comes around 
and collects fair.  Also, I don't like paying the same 
amount for a short trip ans I do for a long trip.  If I ride the 
bus or train a long distance I feel like I'm getting a deal 
but if I just go one stop it feels like a waste of money." Cost 9/23/18

Andreya Pinakee
Planning is hard when scheduling is 
not consistent

"The discomfort isn't inside the bus as much as it is 
outside.  In the afternoons and evenings I've had to wait 
outside anywhere from 2 to 26 minutes for a regularly 
scheduled bus to arrive." Inconsistent 9/23/18

Andreya Monica
Disconnect between app navigation 
and reality

"If you don't know the city it's easy to get disoriented on 
the buses. The first time I rode I got on the bus going 
north but I was supposed to go south, and I couldn't tell 
that I was going the wrong way until I sat down and was 
checking my progress on my phone." Disorienting 9/23/18

Andreya Matt Intimidation causes missed ridership 

"I was actualy a little intimidated by the buses when I first 
moved here and solely used the trains, but when I move 
out to Lincoln Park I discovered the buses are 'where it's 
at' becasue they get you closer to where you need to be." Intimidating 9/23/18

Andreya Liz Trains are easier

Recreation scenario: "I would tell the person to take the 
train because it's cheap and easier to use than other 
public transit options.  They could take an Uber or 
something but if they just moved to the city taking the 
train will help them get familiar and comfortable with 
Chicago faster." Ease 11/10/18

Andreya Alex Ease and access

Recreation scenario: "I would just take an Uber because 
it's easier and I don’t want to mess with parking.  For a 
trip to the beach I'm not sure if I will be going home sober 
or at what time of day so I don't want to drive or have to 
plan on public transit. I like getting dropped off right at the 
spot if I'm carrying beach stuff and if it’s going to be an all 
day activity I can justify the expense." Justification 11/10/18

Andreya Liz and Alex

Will base transportation on urgency 
and number of errands I can combine 
in one trip

Grocery scenario: "It depends on how urgently I need the 
items. If I need it immediatly and am coming home from 
work I would look for a corner convenient store close by 
and Uber back home.  If it's not urgent I would combine 
the items with a larger grocery run on a weekend and 
take an Uber from a larger store like Target or 
something." Errand clustering 11/10/18

Andreya Liz and Alex
Taking an Uber or Lyft for special 
occasions

Social scenario: "I will always Uber or Lift for a night out.  
It's easier, gets me right to where I want to go and I don't 
have to worry about what I'm wearing, whether it's 
comfortable.  I also am looking for a fun and relaxed 
evening, so I don't want to be bothered with the stress 
and unknowns of public transit."

Car transportation is a 
treat 11/10/18

Cristina Sofia
Working from home is a way of 
avoiding commuting.

"I walked to the Blue Line, starting western, I get down at 
Jefferson park, change trains to the metra and then I 
walk to my office...I do this three or four times a week. ..It 
dependes on If I can work from home or not. Depends on 
the day. Depends on the week if I need to be in the 
office".

Strategy to avoid 
commute: Work from 
home

Cristina Sofia

Although she claims she uses google 
to find out the schedule from the blue 
line, when I asked her to show me 
she was unable to find the source of 
information she was refering to 
(googled: blue lines schedules). 

"I don't know what's happening right now, but they have 
like the lights, you know which ones?. And you can check 
the schedules. I don't know why it's not there". 

Tools: Google directly 
blue line schedules

Cristina Sofia

Commutes during the weekdays and 
weekends change for some people. 
Commuting during the weekdays is 
usually repeated and a specific 
strategy is set and accomplishe. 
However for weekends it varies on 
time availability, destination and 
occasion. 

Most of the time during weekends I walk or take the train 
or uber. I'm in this neighborhood (bucktown). I take more 
of the train station. It depends on the weather the 
weather sometimes if it's too far sometimes I'll take the 
train or an uber. If I don't have enough time I'll take an 
uber. 

Commuting weekdays 
vs. weekends. 

Cristina Sofia

Walking is perceived as a way of 
excercising as well as a mode of 
transportation for this reason it is 
sometimes prefered by some poeple. 
How ever people will set metal limits 
for walking certain distances and plan 
beforehand to be able to be on time 
whe walking toward a specific place.  

If it's pretty close or like at least half an hour. I walk if its 
half an hour. And why do you choose to walk? I love 
walking outside and during the day... Like there's some 
days that you can't. But most times I try to walk, like I 
take my time to walk. 

Criteria of selection: 
Healthy option. 
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Diary Study Protocol 
 
Objectives: 

● To understand the ways in which people get around Chicago across various occasions  
● To understand how people make transportations decisions  

 
Methodology 

● n=68 Millennials  
● 35 diary entries per person 
● Across at least 3 different occasions – errands, commute, and social  
● Submitted via WhatsApp  

 
Directions 
Thank you for participating in our study. We’re looking to understand the ways in which you get around 
the city of Chicago. Whether you're going to work, going out, or running an errand, we want to see it all to 
understand how you decided to get from point A to point B.  
 
Now for the details – please submit at least 4 entries that respond to the following prompts before any trip 
around the city you take. Text me via whatsapp with your responses. There are no right or wrong answers 
– you’re the expert. 
 
Please submit responses by Tuesday, November 13. 
 
Pre Trip:  
 

1. Where are you going?  
2. What is the purpose of your trip?  
3. How will you get there?  
4. In 12 sentences, tell us why you chose to use this mode of transportation.  

 
During Trip 
 

1. Take and submit one photo during your journey that represents your trip. In 12 sentences, tell us 
what this photo represents and why you took it.  

 
Post Trip:  
 

1. Did your trip differ from what you originally planned? List anything out of the ordinary that 
occurred.  

2. Send an emoji that represents your trip. 
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Researc
her 
Name 

Participant 
Name 

1. Where are you 
going?

2. What is the 
purpose of the trip? 

3. How will you get 
there? 

4. 1-2 Sentences, tell us 
why you chose this mode

5. Photos: 
https://drive.google.c
om/drive/folders/1s9
WgNZe58UX6-
62skhfTRVklpa9c7sv
E?ogsrc=32

6. Photo rationale 7. Did your trip differ from 
what you originally 
planned? How so? 

8. Emoji analysis

Amy G Pooja M. Work (Commute)
Get some work done 
in the office

Bus Chose the bus because it's 
chilly outside

My alternative would be to 
walk, but it's a little cold 
and I have lots to do, so 
bus is faster and warmer. 

It went as planned. More 
crowded on the bus than 
expected which means it's 
harder to get a seat and read 
the news on my phone. 

👭👭👫👫👬👬cro
wded

Weather
Crowded

Amy G. Brian K. Work - Airport (Commute)
Going to Work 

Car Even though there's a lot 
of traffic, it is by far the 
fastest. 

Doesn't matter when you're 
driving in Chicago, there is 
always traffic

It actually went faster than 
anticipated 🚘🚘 Traffic

Amy G Zsofia K. Going to work from 
northeast logan 
square neighborhood 
to North Center

(Commute)
I am going to work

Bus  - I'll usually take 
76 to East and from 
Damen I take 50 to 
north. It stops a block 
from my work

The 76 stops right front of 
our home, so it's 
convenient to take this 
route. I tried several ways 
to get to work including 
taking 53 north to irving, 
and from there 80 to east. 
There has been 
construction on Irving that 
creates huge traffic, so I 

I took this photo cause its 
the main reason I am 
getting to work already 
grumpy. And getting home 
from work frustrated. 
Traffic. Everyday.

I hoped I can catch the buses 
I usually take, but the first 
snow of the season created a 
mess and missed by damen 
bus, so I'll be a bit late to 
work. 

🤯🤯 mood, traffic

Amy G Brandon B. Office to home. (Commute)
To get home

Train - 
Blue Line 

It's cheap, fairly reliable, 
relatively quick and pretty 
direct. 

This picture is of me 
walking from my office to 
the blue station at 
Rosemont. My commute 
is bookended by two 8 
minute walks that are 
often forgotten as being 
part of the trip. 

Cheap, Fast, Reliable

Amy G Pooja M. Home (Commute)
Transport back home 
from work

Bus It's dark and cold. Would 
have maybe walked but 
have a call that I wanted to 
take at home so wanted to 
get home quick. 

Always packed! More crowded than expected. 
Felt kinda nausous since I 
was reading on my phone. 

🤢🤢 Weather, Fast
Crowded

Amy G Pooja M. Gym (Errand)
Get in a quick 
workout before 
starting my day

Car Gym is only a mile away. 
It's snowing outside, so this 
pretty fast and door to door. 

- A little more trafficce since it's 
snowing, slushy. 😐😐 Direct

Weather

Amy G. Eleanor Target (Errand)
Get some cold 
medicine and some 
essentials – I wasn't 
feeling too hot today

Car - Car2Go I wanted to be outside the 
least possible amount of 
time possible and also just 
wanted to be efficient. 
THere was a car2go 
outside my house so I 
reserved it and what got 
our list together. 

Love when one of these is 
near our house. 
Sometimes we left it there 
sometimes not. Car2Go 
worked out a partnership 
with many neighborhoods 
that you can park in 
permitted spots – it's 
awesme. This Mercedes 
was right in front of our 
house. It is a .39 a minute 
for these and .29 for a  
smart cars. We went for 
convenience for tonight! 

The car had heated seats – 
oh what a treat! We ended up 
taking the key inside target 
which meant we were being 
charged while it sat. I was 
afraid that someone would 
take it and we'd have to uber 
home. (That's happened to 
me before.) I planned on 
being in target for 5 minutes 
but you know – ITS TARGET. 
And I spent more like 20 
(eek). Not proud of that one 
as I was literally being 
charged for every minute I 
spent looking at Christmas 
displays and face masks! 

🚘🚘🎯🎯💸💸 Price, Convenience

Amy G. Brian K. Costco (Errand)
Grocery Shopping 

Car It's the fastest way and 
convenient so that you 
don't have to carry bags

Time of day does not 
matter, always traffic in 
Chicago

💳💳

Amy G Zsofia K. Going to costco to do 
grocery shopping

(Errand)
Grocery Shopping 

Car - Going with a car We have a car, but during 
the week my husband is 
using it for his commute. 
On weekends, especially 
for groceries we go with a 
car since it's more 
convenient.

I took this photo because 
there are crossing where I 
am always amazed how 
people can't drive. They 
just block intersections 
causing major traffic, even 
on a Sunday morning.

I chose this emoji because it 
describes how I feel when 
sitting in a car and seeing 
some other people driving. 

🤦🤦♀ Convenience
Traffic

Amy G. Brian K. Gym (Errand)
Working Out

Walking Gym is closeby Emptyness of the bus in 
the evening

The bus came the same 
time I was passing the stop. 
Took it for two stops. 

😴😴 Reroute

Amy G Zsofia K. Going to workout at 
Titan gym from home

(Errand)
working Out

Bus - Taking 76 east 
to western and 49 
north to belmont

Easiest and quickest way 
to get there. Should be no 
traffic either.

I chose this photo because 
it represents my trip, check 
in with my ventra card 
everytime. 

Was surprisingly smooth 
and fast – everyday should 
be like this. Few minutes 
waiting and no traffic. 

🙂🙂 Fast, least complicated
traffic

Amy G Zsofia K. Going home from the 
loop after a workout

(Errand)
working Out

Train and Bus - I am 
taking the blue line 
from calrk/lake to 
Logan Square, and 
then I take 76 west 
for a few stops.

Fastest and least 
complicated way to get 
home. 

This photo represents that 
I'm always just waiting for 
the public transportation. 
Just wanna get in the train 
adn finally to get home. 

Everything went as planned. 
Just another home bound 
from downtown. 

🤷🤷♀ Fast, least complicated

Amy G. Eleanor Home to Logan 
Square

(Social)
Headed home ater a 
fun day of culture and 
errands and having a 
nice dinner. 

Uber We are in the river north 
area – we were down on 
Michigan Avenue to find 
some things for an 
upcoming event we are 
going to. We ended up 
walking around a ton today 
and after a glass of wine 
with dinner were tired so 
took an Uber. I have an 
Uber pass I bought so I 
get slightly discounted 
ride – and it would have 
been a long walk to the 
blue line.

MOVING SO FAST on the 
highway it was a blur! I 
prefer to take Uber from 
downtown only when it 
can actually beat taking 
the el! 

Driver was in a different color 
car than in the picture on the 
app. Had to check the plates. 
Got us home so quickly! 

🚗🚗💨💨 Uber over train for speed

Amy G Pooja M. Dinner and Movies (Social)
Relaxation, end the 
long work week

Car We usually drive to Lincoln 
Park since we have a car 
and public transit is too 
slow. It's cold too!

Direct
Weatherr
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Amy G. Eleanor Chicago Humanities 
Festival to see a talk 
from a famous 
futurist/tehnologist at 
the First United 
Methodist Church

(Social)
Seeing an 
educational/cultural 
talk

Train - El-Blue Line We don't own a car and the 
el let's out right near the 
church – so it's cheaper  
than an Uber and about 
the same time today (I 
checked on google maps 
before leaving) 

We made the train just in 
time! We didn't have to wait 
on the platform for too long 
whic his nice too – its cold 
out!!!

A first train went by as we 
were still walking towards the 
train. I wasn't sure if that was 
the train google has us taking 
when I google mapped it so I 
became worried we missed 
it. Turned out when we got to 
the station another train 
would be there in a couple 
minutes so it all worked out. 
Only downside is someone 
sitting next o us was 
wearing a TON of perfume.

😎😎🚆🚆👃👃💐💐 Price, Preparation, Anxiety

Amy G Zsofia K. Going to Armitage 
station via red line 
from the Chicago 
station. 

(Social)
Shopping downtown 
and now heading to 
meet a friend. 

Train - Red Line Fast and easy way to get 
there although need to 
change train at Fullerton to 
Armitage.

Rush hour commute 
struggles 

Too many people too little 
space. 😩😩 Crowded

Fast, easy

Amy G Brandon B. Home (Social)
To get home so we 
can snooze

Uber Because it's cold and Uber 
is direct and point to point. 
Also fastest. 

My view from inside the 
uber. 

No 👍👍 Direct, Fast

Amy G Brandon B. Pauly Gee's Pizza (Social)
To get pizza with my 
wife

Bus It's cold outside and the 
bus is quick, direct and 
cheap.

This is my perspective while 
riding the bus. 

We originally walked from 
home to Wasabi to get 
ramen, but the wait was too 
long so we decided to go to 
Paulie gee's

👍👍 Cheap, Direct

Amy G. Brian K. Logan Theater (Social)
Watching a Movie

Walking It's close by, healthy to 
walk and not worth taking 
public transportation or car

The cold brings freshness 
in the air and it's quiet in 
the streets

No 🍂🍂 Health

Name of interviewer Name of participant Insight Quote Keywords Date of interview
First 3 insights of each interview 
should reflect top 3 aha moments

Diary study insight from 
yuan-Tae Tae

Train is the cheapest way as 
encouraged by Uni. Train is reliable 
and able to be ontime without being 
influenced by rush hour traffic

Compared to Uber, it is much much cheaper and 
compared to bus, it is much much faster.

Complex attitute towards train- the 
overall experience is shaped by the 
combined influence of sanitary 
conditions, the people engaged, the 
view of outside (or sense of being 
trapped in the underground) and 
accessibility of live information. But 
the determining factor is still efficiency 
and reliabilit, therefore even it is dirty 
he has no other choice.

As I get off the train and even when I get on the train, the 
atmosphere offends me. Many garbage and smell 
especially annoys me the most. Hygenic and fast 
transportation is my ideal trip, but subway is not at all 
hygeinnic,,,Feel good that I got to my school within 30 
minutes, however, worried about my pants (because I 
sat on the seat and it does not look very hygenic.....I am 
not sure whether I am satisfied or not, there are pros and 
cons
I planned on getting on early however the train came 
after 11 minutes that made me little worried about being 
on time.

Exploring new lines, experience can 
be different based on the flow of 
people and time and direction of the 
train. therefore, feeling uncertainty 
about time

My first time taking blue line, too many people 
surrounding me was little intence but managed it.
IDEO field trip - Feeling Sad that I arrived late, also 
transferring from red to blue line was bad experience 
because of people smoking in the transferring tunnel 
I thought I was going to be the first one to arrive but was 
the last one to arrive. Depressed

Public transportation does not provide 
toilets and also have no control of 
people's behavior while they took the 
public transportation (compared with 
transportation system in Asian 
countries which have more security 
staff and volunteers and also provide 
public toilets) 

(after game night at uni, coming back home taking red 
line) Someone peed on the platform, it is so horrible, this 
is one most thing i hate about train- smell of pee

4 out of 5 trips to work were via public transportation
Cold weather makes walkable distances less tolerable 
At the end of a long day, speed and directness takes precedence - "Just want to get home" 
Driving for errands and quick trips is most convenient 
Premium price is sometimes worth the speed and convenience (Train vs Uber) 

Factors that influence mobility: 
Weather
Speed
Price
Directness
Complexity 
Health

Challenges:
Crowds
Traffic

Impact: 
Anxiety 
Nauseous 
Anger

What's App Quotes
"I took this photo cause its the main reason I am getting to work already grumpy. And getting home from work frustrated. Traffic. Everyday." - Zsofia
"Doesn't matter when you're driving in Chicago, there is always traffic" - Brian
"We usually drive to Lincoln Park since we have a car and public transit is too slow. It's cold too!" - Pooja
"We don't own a car and the el let's out right near the church – so it's cheaper than an Uber and about the same time today (I checked on google maps before leaving)" - Eleanor
"I prefer to take Uber from downtown only when it can actually beat taking the el!" - Eleanor

4 out of 5 trips to work were via public transportation
Cold weather makes walkable distances less tolerable 
At the end of a long day, speed and directness takes precedence - "Just want to get home" 
Driving for errands and quick trips is most convenient 
Premium price is sometimes worth the speed and convenience (Train vs Uber) 

Factors that influence mobility: 
Weather
Speed
Price
Directness
Complexity 
Health

Challenges:
Crowds
Traffic

Impact: 
Anxiety 
Nauseous 
Anger

What's App Quotes
"I took this photo cause its the main reason I am getting to work already grumpy. And getting home from work frustrated. Traffic. Everyday." - Zsofia
"Doesn't matter when you're driving in Chicago, there is always traffic" - Brian
"We usually drive to Lincoln Park since we have a car and public transit is too slow. It's cold too!" - Pooja
"We don't own a car and the el let's out right near the church – so it's cheaper than an Uber and about the same time today (I checked on google maps before leaving)" - Eleanor
"I prefer to take Uber from downtown only when it can actually beat taking the el!" - Eleanor

4 out of 5 trips to work were via public transportation
Cold weather makes walkable distances less tolerable 
At the end of a long day, speed and directness takes precedence - "Just want to get home" 
Driving for errands and quick trips is most convenient 
Premium price is sometimes worth the speed and convenience (Train vs Uber) 

Factors that influence mobility: 
Weather
Speed
Price
Directness
Complexity 
Health

Challenges:
Crowds
Traffic

Impact: 
Anxiety 
Nauseous 
Anger

What's App Quotes
"I took this photo cause its the main reason I am getting to work already grumpy. And getting home from work frustrated. Traffic. Everyday." - Zsofia
"Doesn't matter when you're driving in Chicago, there is always traffic" - Brian
"We usually drive to Lincoln Park since we have a car and public transit is too slow. It's cold too!" - Pooja
"We don't own a car and the el let's out right near the church – so it's cheaper than an Uber and about the same time today (I checked on google maps before leaving)" - Eleanor
"I prefer to take Uber from downtown only when it can actually beat taking the el!" - Eleanor

4 out of 5 trips to work were via public transportation
Cold weather makes walkable distances less tolerable 
At the end of a long day, speed and directness takes precedence - "Just want to get home" 
Driving for errands and quick trips is most convenient 
Premium price is sometimes worth the speed and convenience (Train vs Uber) 

Factors that influence mobility: 
Weather
Speed
Price
Directness
Complexity 
Health

Challenges:
Crowds
Traffic

Impact: 
Anxiety 
Nauseous 
Anger

What's App Quotes
"I took this photo cause its the main reason I am getting to work already grumpy. And getting home from work frustrated. Traffic. Everyday." - Zsofia
"Doesn't matter when you're driving in Chicago, there is always traffic" - Brian
"We usually drive to Lincoln Park since we have a car and public transit is too slow. It's cold too!" - Pooja
"We don't own a car and the el let's out right near the church – so it's cheaper than an Uber and about the same time today (I checked on google maps before leaving)" - Eleanor
"I prefer to take Uber from downtown only when it can actually beat taking the el!" - Eleanor
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Amy 
Decisions aren’t simple 
Constantly weighing tradeoffs 
Trains =  predictability , compared to other modes 
Value = when public transit is at it’s best it is the best value 
Reliability  is a major factor 
Cleanliness  is a factor depending on where and why you are traveling 
Subscription model  of Ventra gives the illusion of not paying for each CTA trip 
Price, time, and convenience  are major transportation decision factors 
Transportation mishaps cause shame 
Safety , had someone follow her home while walking back from bar 
The  journey  is important, how you want to experience the trip 
The train is generally  unpleasant , have to block out the environment 
Know the benefits of public transit but it is an unpleasant experience 
 
Yuan 
Multiple small factors affect transportation decisions, mostly cost 
Weather  negatively affects desire for public transit, having to walk to station or stand outside 
Time 
Safety 
Ability to shift between modes, ease of  transfers  influences decisions 
Value the time  schedule of CTA but don’t use the transit tracker to check 
Korean public transit is cleaner and on time compared to CTA 
Dislikes waiting without control, likes options that puts her more in  control  of the situation 
Google map transit tracker and message boards in stations are not accurate 
Ability to be  productive  during the commute is a factor 
CTA is dirty, stations are dirty, no toilet facilities 
 
Andreya 
The system is intimidating for newcomers – especially the buses 
Buses are not considered as an option because people are afraid 
Learning the system is  stressful – instruction is not clear 
Fear around taking up too much time with others around 
A lot of room for error 
Disconnect between apps and reality  
Trains are  easier and more consistent  
Clear communication around when train will arrive 
When to get off is easier to navigate  
Access – ability to get door to door becomes a big contributing factor 
Clump errands together to knock out a bunch with one trip.  
 
Cristina 
Commutes differently on weekdays vs weekends 
Will change behaviors to  avoid a commute 
Walking is a preference if within 30 minutes walk, more enjoyable and way of  exercise 
Ability to still be  productive  during commute is a benefit of transit 
Traffic and commute will impact routine 
Google maps is the main route planning tool 
Safety is another variable that affects choice and route planning tools 
Uber is for convenience 
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Insights
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Team Reflections
Things that worked well:
• Setting goals and deadlines.

• Being aligned and decisive on a research topic.

• Workflow for sharing documents and research (the use of Google Docs  
and Drive).

• Leveraging team members individual skills and knowledge to shape the research.

Difficulties:
• Needed to spend more time on discussion, debate, reflection, and analysis.

• Doing the presentation before the report would have helped synthesis information 
and possibly provided more clarity and time saving.

• More exploratory research before diving into the user research might have 
helped define research goals more clearly.

Recommendations for the future:
• More instructor critique and input throughout the semester would have helped 

push work forward and created more depth in our research. Intermediary 
presentations and critiques might help.

• We would like to have done more of the field research together as a group rather 
than individually.

• A better structured schedule with more checkpoints could have been beneficial.

• Conducting user research on the CTA employee side could have added more 
insight and depth.


