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This San Joaquin County Regional Spotlight discusses the implications of the 

pandemic on how San Joaquin County resident’s journey-to-work, including the 

propensity to work from home, and related impacts on migration, commuting, 

and housing. 

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted the journey-to-work of San 

Joaquin County residents, with the amount of people commuting to work in 2021 

remaining over 13% lower than before the pandemic in 2019. Long commutes 

have been a challenge for San Joaquin residents for many years, and are linked 

to negative economic, environmental, and social impacts that could be mitigated 

by remote work. In San Joaquin County, the share of workers working from home 

nearly tripled after the onset of the pandemic, but at 11% was still about half of 

the 21% statewide work-from-home rate. The City of Tracy with 19% working from 

home in 2021, experienced the greatest increase. Work from home has increased 

the most in areas with higher incomes and less poverty, suggesting a new 

dimension to social and economic equity.

The Spotlight also identifies recent literature bringing attention to the potential 

impacts of remote work on the social structure of cities and housing expenditures, 

such as an increase in inter-regional integration. One of the issues discussed 

in the Spotlight is a greater in-migration of educated/skilled labor, which could 

create challenges for lower wage workers currently residing in the county. Remote 

work may also impact sales and property tax revenues, incomes, and strategies 

to develop and sustain job centers. As remote work becomes more common, 

San Joaquin County continues to need policies and investments to support more 

affordable housing and higher paying local jobs in order to reduce long-distance 

commuting and its negative economic, environmental, and social impacts.

SUMMARY
EXECUTIVE
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Communities across San 
Joaquin County continue to 
recover from the COVID-19 
pandemic. Travel throughout 
the county is approaching 
prepandemic levels; however, 
Google Mobility data show 
that, by the end of September 
2022, the amount of San Joaquin 
County residents commuting to 
work remained over 13% lower 
than before the pandemic. 

While COVID-19 created disrup-
tions that will reverberate through 
society for years to come, this 
County Spotlight focuses on its 
disruption to San Joaquin County 
residents’ journey-to-work. The 
significant number of commuters, 
particularly those with long com-
mutes, gives special importance 
to these impacts. 

According to one recent 
study, San Joaquin County has 

the greatest portion of workers 
commuting over 90 minutes one 
way in California.[5] Although less 
people are commuting to work 
than pre-pandemic, more than 1 
out of every 10 workers (11%) in 
the county commute more than 90 
minutes, one way, to get to work.

Commuting, particularly for 
long distances or times, can 
cause many negative economic, 
environmental, and social impacts, 
especially in counties like San 
Joaquin with a large number 
of residents commuting to work 
outside the county. Research 
demonstrates that long commutes 
are associated with increased 
exposure to pollution, as well as 
decreased cardiovascular health 
and greater rates of depression, 
insomnia, loneliness, obesity, 
stress, and related conditions.[6]

“In addition to harming 

mental and physical 

health, long commutes  

increase rates of divorce 

and decrease productivity 

and are thus harmful to 

society overall.”

COUNTY SPOTLIGHT
SAN JOAQUIN
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In addition to harming mental 
and physical health, long 
commutes increase rates of 
divorce and decrease productivity 
and are thus harmful to society 
overall. 

As we begin to see sustained 
changes in how people get to 
work and how far they travel as a 
result of the pandemic, it will be 
important for transport planners 
and policymakers to reflect on 

the implications of changes in 
commuting patterns. Transport 
has a critical influence on the 
livability of communities, health, 
sustainability and quality of life. 

One of the most striking 
indicators of change in peoples’ 
journey-to-work, which relates 
to commute times, is the rise 
of people working from home. 
Indeed, as shown in Figure 1, San 
Joaquin County nearly tripled the 
share of workers who worked 
from home after the onset of the 
pandemic. 

As demonstrated in Figure 2, 
whereas an average of 3.9% of 
workers in San Joaquin County 
worked from home between 
2017 and 2019, that percentage 
increased to 11.4% in 2021. That 
represented the largest shift—
and the largest share of workers 
working from home—in the 
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Figure 1: Percent of People Working From Home 
in San Joaquin County 
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North San Joaquin Valley (NSJV) 
region consisting of Merced, San 
Joaquin, and Stanislaus counties. 
However, while the share of 
working from home in San 
Joaquin County nearly tripled, it is 
at 11.4% below the national rate 
(17.9%) about half the 21.4% rate 
statewide in 2021.

Due to increasing interregional 
linkages between the NSJV 
and surrounding regions, such 
as the East Bay and the San 
Francisco Bay Area, the increase 
in people working from home 
in San Joaquin County may be 
due in part to out-migration of 
higher income workers from 
those areas to San Joaquin 
County. Indeed, Figure 3 shows 
that the San Joaquin County city 
with the greatest increase in the 
percentage of workers working 
from home is one of the cities 
closest to the East Bay Area 
region, the City of Tracy.

The City of Tracy realized a 
more than five-fold increase 
in the share of people who 
reported working from home 
between 2019 and 2021, from 
3.8% in 2019 to 19.8% in 2021. In 
line with prior research showing 
the inequitable distribution of 
opportunities to work from home, 
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Figure 2: Percent of People Working from Home in California 
and North San Joaquin Valley Counties
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whereas San Joaquin County 
posts a median household 
income of $66,628 with 13.9% of 
the population in poverty, the 
City of Tracy posts a significantly 
higher median income of $95,741 
with a much lower percentage of 
the population living in poverty 
(8.6%). Meanwhile, the City of 
Stockton, with a significantly lower 
median income of $58,393 and 
a higher percentage of people 
living in poverty (16.8%), posted 
much lower rates of working 
from home than San Joaquin 
County and the City of Tracy. 
Further, in line with prior research 
showing disproportionate remote 
work opportunities for white 
populations vis-à-vis Black, 
Indigenous and People of Color 
(BIPOC) populations,[7] whereas 
the City of Stockton houses a 
white, non-Hispanic and non-
Latino population of 19.4%, over 

28% of the populations of the City 
of Tracy and the County of San 
Joaquin consist of white people, 
not of Hispanic or Latino origin. 

Thus, as an equity issue, the 
impactful benefits of working from 
home appear to be concentrated 
in areas with higher incomes 
and less poverty. This suggests a 
need to explore the distribution 
of work-from-home opportunities 
and how, if desired, they may 
be made available to a greater 
diversity of residents across the 
county. For example, a 2021 
study showed that while all San 
Joaquin County households had 
a high-speed internet connection 
available, only 48% were actually 
accessing it.[8] Expanding 
broadband utilization, such as 
by enhancing affordability and 
adopting some of the best 
practices and recommendations 
of a recent Fiber Readiness 

Study completed by the San 
Joaquin Council of Governments 
(SJCOG) in February 2022, may 
expand access to work-from-
home opportunities.[9] One’s 
race, ethnicity, or income should 
not reduce the opportunity to 
work from home; however, data 
suggests such an inequitable 
correlation exists in society.

Google mobility data further 
demonstrates that the amount of 
time spent away from home at 
work continues to be well below 
pre-pandemic levels even though 
the amount of time spent at a 
workplace remains higher than 
during the first couple of months 
of the lock-down. The latest 
figures from September 2022 
suggest that people spend in San 
Joaquin County on average, over 
13 percent less time at work than 
before the pandemic. Those rates 
are less than those of Stanislaus 

“San Joaquin Coun-

ty nearly tripled 

the share of work-

ers who worked 

from home after 

the onset of the 

pandemic.”
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County and the nation as a 
whole, which have seen over 20 
percent less time at their place of 
work.  

Google mobility data also 
demonstrates that the amount 
of time spent at home (in a 
residence) remains higher than 
pre-pandemic levels. Indeed, the 
latest figures suggest that, on 
average, people spend over 3 
percent more time at a home in 
San Joaquin County than before 
the pandemic. That is higher than 
the rates in other NSJV counties, 
but lower than the overall 
averages for California (over 5 
percent) and the United States 
(over 3.5 percent). 

Further in line with the 
observed correlations between 
opportunities to work from home 
and demographic characteristics 
of an area, a recent study 

of the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
Household Pulse Survey data 
found that remote work has 
“...created a semipermanent 
change in the working habits of 
many Americans,” “that those 
in higher-income households 
have been much more likely to 
telework than those in lower-
income households,” and that 
“Urban areas with higher median 
incomes, a lower percentage of 
sectors requiring in-person work, 
and/or a higher rate of telework 
in 2019 are more likely in 2022 to 
have a higher-than-average share 
of commuters reporting telework.” 
Ultimately, the study found that 
“This underscores the broader 
economic and health equity gaps 
that the pandemic has served to 
highlight: that those with means 
had the option to work from 
home and shelter themselves 
from the coronavirus, while those 

who could least afford to get sick 
were often on the front lines.“[10]

Fostering more remote work 
opportunities and ensuring 
their equitable distribution can 
advance progress with regard 
to economic, environmental, 
and social goals in the county. 
A recent study ranked the 
Stockton-Lodi metropolitan 
statistical area (San Joaquin 
County) 11th of 261 metro areas 
on a list of areas that would 
benefit most from increasing 
the proportion of people 
working from home.[11] Given 
this potential, it seems regional 
planners and policymakers may 
want to consider the continued 
prevalence of remote work 
on transportation, workforce 
development, and housing as 
well as ways to facilitate more 
equitable distribution of the 
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benefits of remote work. There 
is also a need to examine the 
potential impact of remote 
work on sales and property tax 
revenues as well as its effects 
on incomes and strategies to 
develop and sustain job centers.

As demonstrated in Figure 
4, data suggests an inverse 
relationship between mean 
commute times and the rates 
of people working from home. 
Typically when there is a drastic 
increase in median home values, 
like what has occurred in the 
area during the pandemic, 
average commute times increase 
as people seek more affordable 
housing further from employment 
centers. Therefore it’s likely the 
pandemic-induced shift to working 
from home was important in the 
reduction in average commute 
times for county residents. 

The rise in the percentage 
of people working from home 
also coincided with a drop in 
the percentage of San Joaquin 
County residents commuting via 
public transportation and a drop 
in the percentage of San Joaquin 
County residents commuting by 
driving alone. Indeed, in 2019, 2.3 
percent of San Joaquin County 
residents commuted via public 
transportation, and, from 2017 to 
2019, an average of 1.8 percent 
of San Joaquin County residents 
did so. As shown in Figure 5, 
however, the 1.8 percent average 
decreased by more than half to 
just 0.7 percent in 2021.

With some 85,000 residents 
commuting out of San Joaquin 
County for work in 2019,[12] it is 
likely that the shift to working from 
home, contributed to less use of 
public transportation and to a 
reduction in commute times. 

The observed reduction in 
average commute times appears 
as a welcome relief, especially 
if primarily due to increased 
percentages of people working 
from home rather than due 
to decreases in the utilization 
rates for public transportation. 
Policies to encourage working 
from home may help support the 
continuance of this trend, and 
economic development, housing, 
and transportation planning 
should consider its continuance. 
In addition to the many benefits 
of remote and hybrid work, 
recent research suggests that 
“unchecked growth in long-
distance commuting will likely 
cripple California’s efforts to meet 
its 2050 GHG emissions goals.”[13]

Further, as demonstrated in 
Figure 6, several San Joaquin 
cities posted statistically 
significant decreases in the 
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Figure 5: Percent of People Commuting Via Public 
Transportation in California and Two Counties
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“They [Gokan et al. 
(2022)] note that 
remote work is some-
thing like the urban 
interstate program 
that was launched in 
the 1950s, which led 
to a large wave of 
suburbanization in 
the U.S.”
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percentage of people who 
reported commuting via public 
transportation as well. Between 
2019 and 2021, Manteca 
realized a nearly 90% decline, 
Stockton realized a nearly 48.5% 
decline, and Tracy realized an 
approximately 88% decline in 
the portion of people reporting 
getting to work via public 
transportation. 

Additionally, ridership data for 
the San Joaquin Regional Transit 
District (RTD), which provides 
transit service to Stockton, Lodi, 
Ripon, Thornton, French Camp, 
Lathrop, Manteca, and Tracy, and 
for the San Joaquin Regional Rail 
Commission, which provides the 
Altamont Corridor Express (ACE) 
commuter rail service linking the 
San Joaquin Valley to the Bay 
Area between Stockton and San 
Jose, both showed sustained, 
significant declines in the 

utilization of public transportation 
from 2019 to 2022. The significant 
declines in public transportation 
usage will put pressures on public 
transit systems as projected 
growth in ridership might fail 
to materialize and thus fail to 
bring in necessary revenues to 
sustain and expand intraregional 
and interregional transportation 
connections. For example, the 
important Valley Link project that 
strives to improve connectivity 
within the Northern California 
Megaregion, including with 
connections between the San 
Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit 
(BART) District’s transit systems 
and ACE’s commuter services, 
along with the state’s rail system, 
projects 33,000 daily riders by 
2040,[14] which, as shown in Figure 
7, may be more in line with pre-
pandemic public transportation 
ridership rates.

Interestingly, the reduction in 
public transportation ridership 
did not correspond to an 
increase in the percentage of 
commuters driving alone. Indeed, 
San Joaquin County residents 
commuting by driving alone also 
decreased after the onset of the 
pandemic, although by about five 
percent from an average of 80 
percent of people between 2017 
and 2019 to 75 percent in 2021. 
Thus, to the extent that public 
transportation usage increases 
average commute times, as 
suggested in a 2020 study that 
showed public transportation 
increasing commute times by an 
average of 1.4 to 2.6 times when 
compared to driving a car,[15] 
the significant decline in public 
transportation usage may also 
help explain the reduction in 
average commute time after the 
pandemic’s onset. 
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LITERATURE ON POTENTIAL IMPACTS OF REMOTE WORK  
ON LABOR AND HOUSING MARKETS

A growing body of literature is beginning to deepen our understanding about the 
implications of the pandemic’s impact on residents’ journey-to-work. For instance, 
San Joaquin housing prices increased by 24 percent during the pandemic (McCarty 
and Pogue, 48: 2022).[1] Evidence suggests that fundamentals, such as remote work, 
rather than speculative influences, such as lower interest rates and fiscal stimulus, 
were dominant influences on the rapid housing price rises. In fact, a recent Federal 
Reserve Bank of San Francisco working paper estimates that the increase in remote 
work accounted for over half of the increase in housing prices during the pandemic.[2]  
Given this finding, the future of remote work will be an important influence on housing 
demand. If remote work declines, there may be a reversal in housing demand and, 
potentially, housing prices; however, if remote work persists or grows, it may contribute 
to inflation and heighten local economic development challenges and opportunities.

A September 2022 analysis by Gokan et al. (2022)[3]  highlight some of these 
challenges and opportunities. They note that remote work is something like the urban 
interstate program that was launched in the 1950s, which led to a large wave of 
suburbanization in the U.S.; however, unlike the highway system that decreased the 
cost of suburban living by decreasing travel costs, remote work decreases the cost 
of suburban living for some residents by decreasing their need to travel. The analysis 
completed by Gokan et al. (2022) also brings attention to remote work’s potential 
impacts on the social structure of cities and housing expenditures. They demonstrate 
that persistently elevated levels of remote work will likely foster a dispersion of the 
more formally educated/skilled workforce, increase inter-regional integration as the 
share of between-city workers rises, and may enhance income inequality between 
those with higher-wage jobs requiring more formal education/skills and those with 
lower-wage jobs requiring less formal education and experience. While attracting and/
or developing more educated/skilled residents into San Joaquin County is a great 
opportunity,[4] their analysis shows that an in-migration of such labor will likely create 
challenges, particularly as workers in lower wage jobs currently residing in the county 
face rising housing costs. 
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An enduring reduction in 
long-distance commuting is 
important for a variety of 
reasons. Production of more 
affordable housing near job 
centers and the development of 
jobs with higher pay near more 
affordable housing are important 
but challenging opportunities 
to further support reductions in 
commute times. Underscoring 
the importance of developing 
more sustainable, affordable 
housing to address California’s 
housing crisis and simultaneously 
reduce long-distance commuting 
and its negative economic, 
environmental, and social 
impacts, research suggests that 
the probability of long-distance 
commuting (i.e., commuting to 
work one way for at least 50 
miles) strongly relates to an 
area’s job-housing ratio and 
the median home values of 

the areas of the commuting 
household and the place of 
work.[16] As the job-housing ratio 
achieves greater balance and 
the residents’ median home 
values increase in affordability, 
the probability of long-distance 
commuting declines. Further, as 
the median home value increases 
in the area near one’s place of 
work, so does the probability of 
long-distance commuting. Thus, 
the housing affordability crisis 
not only reduces the amount of 
money available to spend on 
things other than housing, it also 
results in more long-distance 
commuting and its multitude of 
economic, environmental, and 
social costs.

Unfortunately, at least from 
the perspective of continuing to 
decrease San Joaquin County 
commute times, housing costs 

rose significantly during the 
pandemic. Indeed, housing prices 
rose 24% in San Joaquin County 
from 2019 to 2021.[17] Further, rents 
climbed by approximately 34.5 
percent in San Joaquin County 
between January 2019 and 
August 2022.[18] Within the broader 
NSJV region, San Joaquin County 
posted the highest median value 
of owner-occupied housing and 
the highest rents, which may put 
pressure on regional commute 
times as county residents working 
within the county, especially in 
lower paying jobs, seek more 
affordable housing options 
elsewhere. As housing costs rise 
in surrounding regions, growing 
interregional connections and the 
continued availability of remote 
and hybrid work opportunities for 
higher-income workers may lead 
more higher-income households 
to San Joaquin County and thus 
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further increase housing costs 
and, potentially, commute times, 
which further stresses the critical 
need to adopt interregional 
policies and investments to 
support more affordable housing 
and higher paying jobs in San 
Joaquin County.

In addition to escalations in 
median home values tending to 
increase commute times, research 
demonstrates that a worsening 
of the jobs housing balance 
typically increases commutes and 
corresponding greenhouse gas 
emissions as well.[19] According to 
the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, while the ideal ratio 
varies by community, a jobs 
to housing ratio of 0.75 to 1.5 
helps to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by reducing the amount 
of vehicle miles travelled.[20] A 
score of above 1.5 indicates that 
many workers likely commute into 

the area, whereas a score of less 
than 0.75 indicates that many 
workers likely commute out of the 
area.

During the pandemic, as shown 
in Figure 9, San Joaquin County 

posted an approximately 3% 
decrease in the jobs-housing 
ratio. This could be the result of 
several factors including growing 
out-of-county commuting, as well 
as some combination of housing 
or job market dynamics. 
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Further, as seen in Table 1, 
an analysis of the jobs-housing 
fit ratio completed as part of 
the Regional Housing Needs 
Assessment for SJCOG,[20] 
which looked at the amount 
of affordable housing units 
compared to the number of 
lower paid jobs, showed that 
each of San Joaquin County’s 
jurisdictions post a jobs-housing 
ratio exceeding two lower paid 
jobs per affordable housing unit. 
Thus, for low-income earners, 
there remains a significant lack 
of affordable housing and a lack 
of access to higher paid jobs 
to afford the existing housing. 
Given the nuanced impacts 
of the pandemic on residents’ 
journey-to-work, it is important 
for policymakers and other 

stakeholders to consider how the 
County’s residents, employers, 
and housing situation are 
being affected. While there are 
considerable potential challenges 
from these changes, there are 
also many opportunities to further 
economic, environmental, and 
social goals for San Joaquin 
County.

 
Affordable 

Housing Units
Jobs Less 

$3,333
Job Housing 

Fit Ratio

Escalon 233 1,154 4.95

Lathrop 246 4,366 17.75

Lodi 5,696 14,095 2.47

Manteca 3,135 11,521 3.67

Ripon 529 2,443 4.62

Stockton 28,532 60,982 2.14

Tracy 1,736 23,578 13.58

Unincorporated 8,110 26,954 3.32

San Joaquin County 48,217 145,093 3.01

Table 1: Low-Income Jobs-Affordable Housing Ratios
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