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Abstract: Using a newly assembled global database on motor
vehicle travel speed from more than half a billion simulated trips
in over 1,300 large cities containing 97% of the world’s urban popu-
lation (in cities over 300 thousand) outside China, we calculate com-
parable city-level indices of speed and congestion and document
three novel facts. First, urban travelers in rich countries experience
speeds roughly 50% times faster than travelers in poor countries
on average. Second, most speed variation is across countries, not
within, and most of it can be explained by national income per
capita. Third, variation in travel speed across cities, both between
and within countries, is driven primarily by uncongested speed,
not congestion. A decomposition suggests that most of the speed
advantage of richer countries is explained by more major roads
and lower population density. These results are consistent with a
standard urban model, in which larger road investment and lower
density arise endogenously in richer countries, due to value of time
and housing consumption rising with income. We conclude that
enhanced urban mobility is an important and previously undocu-
mented feature of economic development, and one that is limited
more by poor infrastructure than by congestion. Since slow travel is
costly regardless of its cause, existing indices emphasizing conges-
tion are missing most variation in speed.

Key words: urban transportation, roads, traffic congestion, travel speed determinants, cities
jel classification: r41, o18

*This work is supported by the World Bank, the Zell Lurie Center for Real Estate at the Wharton School,
the Center for Innovative Data in Economic Research at UBC, and we also gratefully acknowledge the support
of the World Bank. We thank Nicole Fortin, Thomas Lemieux, Nathan Nunn, and David Weil for helpful
comments, Jessie Handbury for code, and Lin Fan, Cindy Feng, Xinyu Ma, Serena Xu, and Xianya Zhou for
research assistance The views expressed here are those of the authors and not of any institution they may be
associated with.

†Aalto University and Helsinki Graduate School of Economics (email: prottoy.akbar@aalto.fi);
https://www.prottoyamanakbar.com/.

§Vancouver School of Economics, University of British Columbia (email: victor.couture@ubc.ca);
https://economics.ubc.ca/faculty-and-staff/victor-couture/.

‡Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania (email: duranton@wharton.upenn.edu);
https://real-estate.wharton.upenn.edu/profile/21470/.

¶Department of Economics, Tufts University (email: Adam.Storeygard@tufts.edu);
https://sites.google.com/site/adamstoreygard/.

1

mailto:prottoy.akbar@aalto.fi
https://www.prottoyamanakbar.com/
mailto:victor.couture@ubc.ca
https://economics.ubc.ca/faculty-and-staff/victor-couture/
mailto:duranton@wharton.upenn.edu
https://real-estate.wharton.upenn.edu/profile/21470/
mailto:Adam.Storeygard@tufts.edu
https://sites.google.com/site/adamstoreygard/

	The Fast, the Slow, and the Congested



