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ABSTRACT: AJthough it is obvious that commuting to work is stressful, it is not at alJ

clear why this is so. This study examined the potential role of commute unpredictabiJ-

ity in the stressfulness of the daily journey to work among a population of raiJ commu-

ters. Men and women who perceived their commute to work as more unpredictable
felt greater levels of stress and evidenced higher elevations of salivary cortisol.

Expected differences in motivation in task performance did not occur. Limitations of

these !..'fOSs-sectional findings are discussed along with fUlure research needs. The
possible roles of commute predictabilily and stress in tram;portation mode choice are
also delineated.
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Althou~h at first wan(."Ci! might seem obvious that CDmmutingto work is
stressful, two facts are noteworthy. First, little scientific research has been
conducted on the health and behavioral effects of commuting (Koslowsky,
Kluger, & Reich, 1995). A recent article revealed only 17 such studies
(Kluger, 1998). Second, assuming for the moment that commuting is stress-
ful, we do not know how this occurs. That is, what are the underlying psycho-
logical processes that engender siress among commuters? The pm])ose of
this study is to examine whe.the.rthe degree.of stress expe.lience.don a train
during the morning rush hour is influenced by the predictability of the
conmmte.

Below, \ve briefly review the conmmting and siress literature as well as
work on stressor predictability to develop the hypothesis that greater unpre-
dictability during the commute leads to elevated siress. We employ
multimethodologicaJ (self-report, motivational behavior, psychophysiological)
indicators of siress to test this hypothesis among a population of train passen-
gers during their morning rush hour commute from suburban New Jersey to
New York City.

Both driving a car (BelIet, Roman, & Kostis, 1969) and taking a irain
to work (Singer, Lundberg, & Frankenhaeuser, 1978) elevate psychophy--
siological stress. Some attention has been given to traffic congestion as a
major component of the adverse impacts of automobile commuting. Studies
show that greater exposure to congestion is related to elevated psycho-
physiological siress among automobile COimnuters (Schaeffer, Sireet,
Singer, & Bam11,1988;Stokols, Novaco, Stokols, & Campbell, 1978;White &
Rotton, 1998) as well as bus drivers (Evans & Carrere, 1991). As congestion
increases among automobile commuters, they also report more negative
affect (Novaco, Kliewer, & Broquet, 1991; Novaco, Stokols, Campbell, &
Stokols, 1979; Novaco, StokoJs, & Milane.<;i,1990; Schaeffer et al., 1988)
and motivational deficits indicative of helplessness (Novaco et aI., 1979;
Schae1fer et aI., 1988; White & Rotton, 1998).

Thus, some evidence substantiates the wide:.1>readbelief that commuting
is siressful and, in the case of automobile comnmting, that traffic congestion
is an important ingredient that contributes to its adverse impact. But why is
commuting unde.rcongested conditions stre-ssful,and are.p,\ralle.lpsycholog-
ical processes at work for mass iransit users? Congestion in and of itself is
probably less relevant to train commuters because they do not operate the
train, and they typically have little or no knowledge about the levels of con-
gestion on the rail lines. Some of the iraffic congestion studies point toward
the role of control and predictability as salient psychological mechanisms in
commuting stress. For example, locus-of-control-moderated congestion
affects commuting stress among automobile drivers (Novaco et aI., 1979).
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Evans and Carrere (1991) showed that the adverse effects of traffic conges-
tion on psychophysiological stress among bus drivers were mediated by per..
ceived control over dri 'ing conditions.

As Koslowsky et al. (1995) noted, a particularly salient aspect of control
for commUlers may be predictability. In a situation such as commuting on a
train, where opportunities for exercising behavioral control are severeJy con-
strained, predictability of the commute might function as an important pro-
cess for commuters. When people cannot exercise behavioral control.
predictability can function as a form of cognitive control, providing individu-
als with a coping strategy for alleviating stress (Averill, 1973; Evans,
Shapiro. & Lewis, 1993). Consistent with this reasoning, Kluger (1998)
found that a major component of commuting stress was unpredictability of
the commute among automobile drivers.

The present study builds on and extends the ideas and research of
Koslowsky and Kluger (Kluger, 1998; Koslowsky et aI., 1995) in two
respects. First, we examine whether the construct of c.ommutepredictability
generalizes from automobile commuters to those who rely on mass transit.
Second, whereas Kluger's data are limited to self-report measures, we aug-
ment questionnaires with a perfomlance measure of motivation and a marker
of psychophysiological stress. This multimethodological profile of outcome
measures also enables us to compare our results to previous studies employ-
ing similar stress indicators.

Summarizing the argument, cormnuting has been shown to be a stressor
with adverse affective. motivational, and physiological consequences. For
automobile commuters, a potent contributor to commuting stress is traffic
congestion. A psychological process that may help us better understand
conmlUting stress among mass transit users is predictability. Although
mass transit commuters have very little behavioral control, the degree of
conmlute predictability varies. To test this idea, we examined with
multnnethodological indicators whether commuting stress might be, at least
to so.meextent, a function of the predictability of the commute.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

Fifty-six train passengers (58% male) who regularly commuted from sub-
urban counties in New Jersey to Manhattan in New York City were recruited
by flyers In their home train stations and in the Hoboken station. Conmmters




