Uber Movement
Unless you have been living under a rock, you will have heard of Uber.
One of the things that distinguishes Uber is that everything happens
online through Uber's platform. Of course, after your trip you get a
receipt, which includes a map showing the route taken. You may not
have thought about this, but Uber is busy aggregating all of this data.

Uber is starting to analyse that data and is releasing
pre-digested and aggregated data using a tool called
Uber Movement. So far, Sydney is the only Australian
city for which this data is available, but data for other
cities is expected soon.
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Individual trip data looks like this:

Using the aggregated
trip data1
To test Uber Movement, we set out to explore what
the data could be used for and whether the level of
aggregation used diminishes its value. We looked at
three potential uses of the data: typical morning peak
congestion; construction impacts; and an exploration of
how far one can get in a car in 30 minutes. Note this last
idea is not strictly related to the idea of a 30-minute city the idea that our cities might evolve to allow most day to
day activities to be undertaken within a 30-minute noncar trip of home – but is interesting in its own right.
The Uber movement tool can map aggregated observed
travel times between different areas, across different
dates and times of the day. The below map highlights the
average travel time over a period between the Sydney
CBD and other areas.
We use a variant of this map later in the discussion
around a 30-min city

This trip data is then depersonalised and each trip is
placed within a data-set where it can be used to indicate
travel times, trip volumes and speeds across the road
network. There is no reason to think that this information
is biased in any way, although some care should be
taken in constructing travel matrices reflecting the
general car fleet using this information.

Travel Times (mins)
1
“Data retrieved from Uber Movement, (c) 2017 Uber Technologies,
Inc., https://movement.uber.com” – all maps
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Uber Movement

Task 1.
Morning peak congestion

Task 2.
Construction Impact

Imagine you want to quantify the extent of congestion in
the morning commuter peak on a major road corridor from
a suburban area to the Sydney CBD (say Victoria Road).
By exploring the data, you can uncover that a trip from
Ryde to the Sydney CBD (14km) takes 34 minutes during
the morning peak (7am to 10am), compared to 19 minutes
during the early morning (12am to 7am). This implies a
typical delay on Victoria Road in the morning peak of
approximately 15 minutes compared to free flow conditions.
We can conclude that there is broad congestion in the city
because trips are consistently slower to all locations by a
magnitude of between 20 and 80 per cent.

CBD Light Rail construction is well underway as part of
the CSELR project, and it is possible to compare travel
times as construction has gradually intensified. What
used to be a 7-minute trip across the city (from Town
Hall to Haymarket) in June 2016 became a 12-minute
trip in June 2017 as different stages of the construction
commenced. In contrast to Task 1, the green areas in
the map indicate that the slower journey times are a
localised issue, with trips to some other surrounding
areas having become faster over the same period. This
might be attributable to efforts in promoting reduced car
access to the city with the changed traffic conditions.

The following map compares travel times for the
calendar period across two different periods of the day.

The following map compares travel times for similar
periods in 2016 and 2017.
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Task 3.
30-minute catchment

Counterpoint
- Using NYC Taxi Data

How far can you get in 30 minutes during the PM peak
period from the Sydney CBD? Uber movement can
provide a guide. We have over-laid a red line showing the
30-minute cut-off to get a sense of what Sydney may look
like if defined by a 30-minute travel time from the CBD.

Of course, the idea of collecting and interrogating for hire
vehicle travel data is not new – the New York Taxi and
Licencing Commission, for instance, has been collecting
trip data for many years and periodically releases it
in response to Freedom of Information requests. The
benefit of the New York data is that it is much more
detailed. The pre-digested and aggregated Uber data
provides some insights but aggregation and the interface
limit its usefulness. This becomes clear when comparing
it with data available from the NYCTLC.
Once again, three examples illustrate the point.
The Uber data is only part of the for hire system. It’s hard
to imagine being able to assemble the equivalent of this
graph for an Australian city.

Travel Times (mins)
0

5

10

15

www.gta.com.au

20

25

30

40

50

60

90

The potential for sophisticated analysis is higher using the
individual trip data available in New York. This information is
held by Uber, but is not available to the casual user. I imagine
lots of people would love to see this kind of analysis.
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Conclusion
So, even aggregated data can provide some useful
and interesting insights to how a city’s roads operate.
Clearly there is plenty more that could be tackled
using this data source.

Likewise, the fine grained spatial information extractable
from the New York data allows much more detailed
assessment than does the aggregated Uber data.

A range of caveats clearly applies to use of the data.
For a start, and to state the obvious, it reflects Uber trips.
Whether these are representative of trips by the general
car fleet is not clear. Given there is a financial transaction
involved, we might expect that the trip patterns revealed
by Uber trips do not completely reflect private trips. That
is, while the data accurately reflects traffic conditions,
it may not reflect all trips made by private cars. So as
an indicator of travel speeds and travel times, the data
seems useful, certainly more useful than the sparse
bespoke data collected by other means. Perhaps Uber
might consider continuously collecting GPS data when its
drivers are on duty, even if they do not have passengers.
Transport analytics
That said, Uber Movement permits all sorts of insights
and analysis that would not otherwise be possible. At a
gross level, it’s possible to identify broad traffic operation
movements and get a real sense of how a city operates.
For individuals, it would be possible to determine the
likely car commute for a new job, or the time taken to do a
school drop off in the morning to a new school.
For businesses, they can begin to determine a likely
catchment based on an average trip duration. For analysts
and planners, it provides another tool that can be used to
get a visual representation of how a city operates.
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