
Driving Towards Recovery: 
COVID-19, Its Impact on  the US Car Rental Industry and Coping Strategies



As COVID-19 restricted movement of people in groups, car rentals 
still sustained businesses as demand on shorter flight routes, shifted 
to car rentals. However with business travel being stalled from the 
trade hubs of New York and California, car rentals are now feeling the 
heat of COVID-19. 

Therefore, we decided to analyze key car rental destinations in 
United States and provide a detailed representation of the answers 
to the key questions being asked: 

Where do I find demand? Are all car types equally impacted? How 
much do I stand to lose ? How can I cope with these losses?.

Driving towards recovery: COVID-19 , its impact on  the US Car Rental 
Industry and coping strategies  aims to provide a view to every car 
rental revenue manager to make better decisions in these tough 
times. In addition, we have built a repository of research, insights, 
expert advice and news reports to help our industry deal with the 
current situation. This repository is the reflection of our pledge to 
co-create a #BetterTomorrow for the travel and hospitality industry. 
Access our repository here https://bettertomorrow.rategain.com/
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Research Methodology
The research is powered by RateGain’s Data science Labs which has 
analyzed over 400 million data points from over 700+ online sites, 
including mobile sites and apps. The covered platforms cover all 
major car rentals enterprises in each region providing a granular 
analysis of the impact of COVID-19 on car types, LORs and other 
factors. To understand this report, please read the following points: 

The analysis is based on the cumulative data of over 28 key 
markets in the United States, Atlanta, Austin, Boston, Chicago, 
Colorado Springs, Dallas, Denver, El Paso, Fort Lauderdale, 
Hebron, Houston, Indianapolis, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, 
Louisville, Miami, New York City, Newark, Orlando, Paradise, 
Philadelphia, Phoenix, San Diego, San Francisco, San Jose, 
SeaTac, Tampa & Washington

The research includes an analysis of rates processed between 
all major car rental companies from January 2019 till April 2020

This research is based on rates observed across all markets till 
March 20th. Any changes to market conditions post that will be 
covered in the subsequent editions of the report

The report tracks movement of prices around Pre-COVID & 
Post-COVID Pandemic which are defined as follows
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Jan 1st to 28th Feb, 2020Pre-Covid 

Mar 1st to 30th Apr 2020 Post-Covid



Introduction
Car Rentals are the last bastion of travel and hospitality. As the 
airline, cruise and hotel industry transactions started collapsing in 
February due to the infectious COVID-19 spreading quickly across 
most of Europe, and now shifting it’s pandemic to the United States, 
the impact on car rentals was still not very severe. While 
international traffic got restricted in mid-March, impacting airport 
car rentals, people still preferred car rentals as it helped them 
protect themselves from larger groups, while still being able to 
conduct their businesses. 

However, as the U.S. tally of Coronavirus infections reaches 164,610 as 
on 31st March, parts of the nation have undergone complete 
lockdown, with some counties and cities restricting movement till 
April 30th impacting car rentals, the overall car industry and the 
American dream. To give a brief snapshot of how the COVID-19 
situation is bigger than just the travel industry, let’s have a look at 
the situation of the BIG 3 of Automobiles on NASDAQ.

In the last eight weeks, the stock for General Motors, Ford Motor 
Company and Fiat Chrysler have all plummeted by over 60%, and 
the entire AUTO MANUFACTURERS index losing up to 20% of their 
total market capitalization or $56 Billion in a single month.
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According to car rental industry expert, Chris Brown business was 
down a manageable 30% in the typical leisure destinations. But as 
the Florida and Southern California amusement parks have closed 
along with the ski areas, car rentals are now grinding to a halt.

For the tourism industry, COVID-19 is turning out to be a bigger crisis 
than the SARS outbreak, the 9/11 incidents and the 2008 financial 
crisis. From Tokyo to San Francisco, hotels are recording a downturn 
from the epidemic. Let’s take a ‘stock’ of the situation. In this case, 
literally. If we look at the stocks of every major hotel chain the prices 
YTD are crumbling down. 

While the industry is hurting, Car Rentals can still look at optimizing 
and managing revenue generation by shifting focus to markets 
which have a lesser impact of the virus at the moment. The 
questions now are: Where and How? As car rental managers and 
franchisee owners have limited staff, budget and cars, what decision 
should they take to help them survive for a better tomorrow.
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How Fast is This Problem Growing?
According to data published by Johns Hopkins University on March 
30th, we can see that in the United States the outbreak started in 
February with only 68 cases being reported till Feb 28th but after that 
in a month the volume has surged closed to 164 thousand impacted.

Mapping the movement of average daily rates to the surge in 
outbreak across the United States, it is evident that Car Rental rates 
in the first two months of beginning of 2020 were trending higher 
on pricing than 2019 and on March 1st these rates started trending 
significantly lower, continuing the trend till the end of April. 

To quantify this further when we look at aggregated average daily 
rates, when compared to the same period on 2019 we can see that 
the rates for the first two months, show an increase of around 8% in 
January and 2% in February, however in March and April, the rates 
are down by almost 6% and 9% respectively

Source: John Hopkins University Live Tracker on 30th March

Number of Coronavirus Cases in the US

Change in Car Rental Prices From Jan 1st-April 30th 2020

YoY Month-Wise Price Changes

Source: RateGain Data Science Labs

Source: RateGain Data Science Labs
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Where is the Problem Rising?

United States has seen an alarming increase in the number of 
Coronavirus cases as more testing kits became available. While 
China took almost 24 days to move from 500 to 50 thousand, United 
states reached this just in 15 days.

In the U.S., New York state has recently reported the largest number 
of cases – more than 67,384 cases as of March 30th. That is close to 
40% of all U.S. coronavirus cases reported till 30th March in the Johns 
Hopkins tracker.

Over the past two weeks, local government officials from 
Washington state to New York and Louisiana have shuttered bars 
and restaurants, imposed curfews, and prohibited large gatherings 
in an attempt to limit the spread of the virus, which has infected 
people in all 50 states and caused over 3,000 deaths. Recent spikes 
in infections also have led officials to issue “shelter in place” orders, 
one of the more stringent measures available to authorities—save a 
full quarantine or lockdown—to compel residents to stay in their 
homes and limit movement.

Shelter in place orders are traditionally used by local officials during 
or immediately after an emergency, like a mass shooting, chemical 
spill, or natural disaster.  In recent weeks, state and local officials have 
retooled the measure to help limit the spread of Covid-19 by 
mandating residents stay in their homes and limit travel to essential 

trips, like picking up groceries, going to the bank, or receiving 
medical care. Some shelter in place orders have provisions 
permitting residents to walk or exercise outside in public spaces, so 
long as they stay 6 feet away from others. Shelter in place orders 
generally close all nonessential businesses and prohibit their 
employees from leaving their homes to work.

Source: John Hopkins University Live Tracker on 30th march
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So What does this Mean for the 
Car Rental Industry?

Source: RateGain’s Data Science Labs
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Car Rental Markets that have 
Crashed

With over 5,752 cases on March 30th in Massachusetts restricted 
movement of residents starting March 17th and announced a 
city wide lockdown which also shut 10,000+ construction sites 
as well as halting commercial activity which resulted in lower 
incoming air traffic impacting pick-ups as over 34% of all rental 
cars are picked up from airports. As most events are planned 
on the onset of spring of spring, cancellation of large industry, 
art and college events have further impacted this drop to be 
the highest across the United States. Specifically tracking 
Boston rates, the announcement on 11th March by US President 
Donald Trump, banning travel from Europe completely 
crashed car rental prices as compared to 2019 for March. 

Similarly in Austin Texas, SXSW was planned on 6th March 
which car rental companies would have expected to generate 
surplus revenue as compared to 2019, however the average 
daily rate had to be lowered by 13%. If we analyze  the daily 
market rate changes we notice that as soon as the 
announcement to cancel SXSW was made, average prices 
collapsed till Mid-march. However because Austin has only 2 
case of coronavirus, car rentals in the area started improving 
prices for April to minimize revenue loss from the cancellation.

Source: RateGain Data Science Labs Source: RateGain Data Science Labs
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Looking over to the west coast in Nevadawhich has over 1000 
cases on 30th March, incoming demand to  Las Vegas which 
looks at hosting multiple conventions and experiences high 
season from March to May, saw a drop as companies cancelled 
conferences across all trade hubs registering a decline of 14%. In 
our daily tracking of average rates it is evident that the demand 
collapse started right at the end of February as on 28th February 
it was announced that the US-ASEAN Summit in Las Vegas on 
14th March, between the U.S. President and ten leading 
representatives of Southeast Asian countries, was postponed.

Similarly while the large state of California currently has around 
7,400 cases, In Los Angeles major events scheduled in March 
from the E3 Gaming conference to Coachella all being 
rescheduled for later as well as the closure of theme parks, 
resulted in a drop of over 22%. California was the second state to 
report coronavirus cases in the U.S., and the high volume of 
travelers from China, the epicenter of the global outbreak, has 
led public health experts to believe that California will be a 
major hotspot of the virus. The state’s own internal projections 
predict that 56% of the state’s population could get infected 
without mitigation efforts

However as the spread of the virus is contained with California 
reporting one-tenth of the cases as compared to New York, car 
rental revenue managers are hopeful that May could see a 
recovery of rates. 

Source: RateGain Data Science Labs Source: RateGain Data Science Labs
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Similarly San Francisco which has just 2% of the cases in 
California saw cancellation of over 14 major conferences which 
has saw a Y-o-Y decline of rates of over 17% majorly due to 
rescheduling of major industry conferences and events.

Source: RateGain Data Science Labs Source: RateGain Data Science Labs
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Tourist destination and a hub for recreational parks, Miami and 
Orlando saw a drop of over 14 percent in prices as they started 
shutting down in early march and more recently banned a 
gathering of more than 10 people. After the announcement of 
closure of theme parks in Orlando, the average daily rate for the 
city dipped drastically and would continue to slide further as 
the state inches towards 2,000 cases as of 25th March.
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United States is a geographically huge country, and therefore the spread of the virus is not consistent across states, which means that in some 
states lockdowns have not been announced and car rentals can still pick up demand. However this situation can drastically alter, if the spread is 
not contained in the local epicenters of the virus. 

Markets that have Surged

Source: RateGain Data Science Labs Source: RateGain Data Science Labs
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Georgia which has reported over 3,031 cases cases in the state 
and over 500 cases in the metropolitan region of Atlanta shows 
an increase in prices of 3%. However this trend would see a dip 
as Atlanta just ordered a stay at home order. However car rental 
operators who saw a peak in February, owing to the Superbowl 
last year, have not witnessed any such rise in the market till now 
and are betting that May will see conditions improve.

Dallas in Texas has seen an upswing of demand, even though 
the country has imposed restrictions, most local businesses 
have not asked employees of manufacturing operations, 
government businesses, airport operations, oil refineries and 
residential construction to stop working. With lower number of 
cases in Austin, Dallas car rental operators have not lowered 
prices and are trying to minimize revenue loss as people 
continue to commute between the two cities. 
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Source: RateGain Data Science Labs
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El Paso, the border with just over 46k cases has restrictions 
between borders limiting non-essential travel however as there 
is no lockdown at the moment, car rental operators are able to 
pick up the rate by 9%.

The above analysis shows us that Car Rentals still are able to generate revenue from markets which are either protected from the spread or are 
able to contain the spread with controlled measures, giving hope that the entire industry is not going south. In the next few sections, we will 
analyze further which car types are working in these markets to give a holistic understanding to car rental general managers how to optimize 
their inventory

In Kentucky where there are only 480 cases, Louisville which 
only has 25 cases right now was supposed to host the Kentucky 
Derby Festival which according to legends is Superbowl and 
Mardi Gras rolled into one and therefore saw an unprecedented 
hike in car rental rates, as this is the most important event of the 
year. Car rentals have still not rolled back these rates, expecting 
that the number of cases will remain contained and people will 
continue to move about normally.
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Source: RateGain Data Science Labs
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March is a high-demand season for car rentals leading to the Easter 
holiday with most schools and universities closed. Therefore most car 
rentals look at maximizing revenues by increasing prices in certain 
categories. With COVID-19 forcing all attractions, parks and tourist 
destinations to be closed, the impact on these car types is visible 
when compared to prices from the same time last year.

Spring seasons sees people of all age groups hire car categories IFAR, 
FVAR, MVAR and STAR across all states as they travel to remote 
destinations for overnight camping, hikes, surfing or visiting 
recreational and amusement parks and therefore see a higher trend 
of hiring minivans, SUVs or full size vans as people travel in groups.

Interesting to note here is the crash in demand of full-size passenger 
vans in January-February which would have been due to the 
restriction of Chinese tourists in the first week of February, who 
normally travel in large groups and would have been expected to be 
in the United States during the Chinese New year break. 

In contrast observing prices for compact car and economy car type, 
we see no rate changes as compared to last year, meaning that 
demand for the same is still available in the market and it can 
generate revenue in centers where public movement is still not 
completely restricted. As most people are not taking vacations, this 
might be the right time for car rental managers to increase prices on 
the CCAR and ECAR categories to compensate for losses. 

However, to understand more in detail why certain car types are 
suffering more, let us look at the YoY change in car rental prices 
categorized by car type in the Post-COVID period for those cities 
which are either trade hubs or recreational centers. 

Optimizing Car Inventory 
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For our study, we consider Boston, Orlando, Miami, San Francisco, 
Los Angeles and see that while prices across all car types are 
impacted, we see it specially for Sports Car as well as Full sized vans 
is the highest in these cities as they host events and also get a lot of 
tourists in this season.
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Accelerate/Pre-pone De-Fleeting
Every year most of the largest car rental companies go through 
De-Fleeting for many purposes and all of those companies are 
accelerating this exercise in 2020 amid COVID19 outspread in 
order to save cost as well as secure the cash flow for business 
continuity.

Pivot to Car Rental Services Other than Leisure/Corporate
Most of the car rental companies get maximum business from 
Leisure/Corporate travelers and in current scenario the travel 
industry has taken severe hit on all Leisure/Corporate travel 
across all industries. However, same pandemic is creating an 
underlying demand of all sorts of delivery and logistical services 
where standing fleet of car rental companies can be utilized  for 
short or long term revenue source.
 
Cancellations Vs Discount Credits/Rebooking Options on 
Future Pickups
With lockdowns and social distancing across major markets, 
cancellations have increased by 50% to 80% compared to last 
year in all regions, pricing managers must launch credit/easy 
cancellations/rebooking schemes on high demand future dates 
to improve revenue forecast in coming months.

.Free Contactless Home Delivery of Car rental
With restrictions and limitations on public transport as well as 
Cab/Taxi/Uber/Lyft services, many car rentals are offering free 
home delivery of car rental and its getting very popular in 
countries like Germany. It can also be a landmark move to uplift 
car rentals in new digital world.
 
Natural Spike on Long Term Rentals
For newer markets in LATAM/EMEA e.g. Brazil has recently 
observed spike on long rentals compared to short term rental of 
1 to 10 days. With further weaker economy post  COVID 19, most 
people will opt for long term rental as a safer option compared to 
buying a car.

Focusing on High Yield Locations/Cars
For mid-size and large car rental companies, keeping track of 
their booking trends in window of 90 – 180 days is key to revenue 
maximization. Lot of companies might end up with either 
overflow or underflow of fleets after 60 – 90 days. Hence 
maintaining optimal revenue per unit will be one of the most 
important challenges pricing managers will face to attain target 
revenue goals. Hence, focused approach on specific high yield 
locations and car types is key on delivering maximum revenue 
with minimal resources

COVID19 Coping Strategies for 
Car Rentals
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Targeting Local/Domestic Travelers
It will take time to start getting inbound traffic from 
international visitors for every rental locations, hence local 
bookings remain primary source of income for car rental 
revenue managers. Ancillary offerings and special promotions 
must suit local economy conditions to improve bookings.
 
From “Cheap and Best” to “Fare and Safe”
Post COVID19, most of the traveler mindset will be full of doubts 
about cleanliness and sanitization policies will be of prime 
concern. Car rentals messaging around their cleaning and safety 
procedures will allow them to book at better rates even if 
cheaper competitor are available.

Learn from past pandemic trends
It’s important to understand your market behavior during 
pandemic events. There are many data providers available from 
where past pricing trends can be accessed, use historical pricing 
and booking correlation trends to optimize your current 
strategies.
 
Readiness for Market Rebound
Even if there is huge uncertainty on how much time it will take 
for global economy to recover and how soon travel demand will 
start surging as before, right time is always to strategize ones 
positioning when that happens to leverage on opportunities and 
bounce back. Holding right rates and better fleet utilization with 
booking forecasts helps matching to market dynamics.
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RateGain is a leading provider of SaaS products, which help travel and hospitality companies with cognitive revenue management, smart e-distribution, and 
brand engagement to make more revenue every day. RateGain is proud to support 125,000+ hotel properties globally by providing 240 billion rate and 
availability updates & powering over 30 Million bookings. RateGain is trusted by 25 out of the top 30 OTAs, world’s fastest-growing airlines, 23 of the top 30 hotel 
chains, tour operators and wholesalers, all top car rental companies, largest cruise lines, and the largest travel management companies. In 2018, RateGain 
acquired DHISCO, which made it the only company in the world to offer end-to-end smart distribution. In June 2019, RateGain acquired award-winning BCV 
to offer guest experience cloud to maximize guest lifetime value for hospitality chains. For more information, visit www.rategain.com

About RateGain


