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INTRODUCTION
Public transportation helps cities and their residents thrive when it offers 
convenient and affordable access to many destinations, for many people, during 
most times of the day. Transit can be especially important for older residents who 
are “aging out” of driving as their mobility, vision, and hearing decline. 

But public transit itself can be difficult for older people to navigate, and is 
unreliable or insufficient for many trips in most U.S. cities. Unreliable transit is 
a major contributor to missed health care appointments, which cost individual 
hospitals tens of millions of dollars a year in revenue and productivity loss; older 
patients are more likely to miss appointments.1

Moreover, lack of access to transportation can make it difficult for older people 
to participate in civic life, see family and friends, and access services, volunteer 
opportunities, or jobs. As they age, many older people decrease the number of 
trips they take, leading to social isolation and declining health. An analysis of 2009 
National Household Travel Survey data found that, among adults 65 and older who 
reported not having taken a trip outside the home in the past week, more than half 
reported that they would like to get out more often.2 That same analysis found 
that 21% of people aged 65+ do not drive. 

The United States population is aging rapidly. In 2015, more than 44.6 million 
Americans were 65 or older, representing 14.1% of the population.3 By the year 
2030, one of every five Americans will be 65 or older.4 The rapid growth in the older 
population will cause the number of Americans with mobility restrictions to grow 
as well.5

Cities must respond to this demographic challenge by making urban transit and 
paratransit more accessible and useful for older residents. By providing frequent, 
fast, walkable transit; convenient paratransit; and a range of flexible services for 
riders with limited mobility, cities can convert older residents into “all-purpose” 
transit riders who can rely on transit for many different purposes. This will 
help people age in place, while providing the side benefit of making transit and 
paratransit more useful for residents of all ages. This research brief draws on a 
new analysis of data from TransitCenter’s Who’s On Board 2016 survey, as well as 
academic and government research, to outline strategies for achieving those goals.
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DEFINITIONS
Fixed-route transit - a transportation service operating along a prescribed route 
according to a fixed schedule 

On-demand transit – a transportation service operated without a fixed route or 
schedule, or with a route and/or schedule that is flexible according to customer 
request

ADA paratransit - a transportation service that is complementary to a fixed-route 
service, usually operating on a demand response model, available to customers 
within ¾ mile of a fixed route service who are unable to use it due to disability

Route deviation / flexible route service - a type of demand response service that 
operates on a fixed route and/or schedule by default, but can deviate from the 
fixed route and/or schedule to accommodate customer requests
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Aging in the 25 Largest U.S. Metropolitan Areas, 2010-15 

Metropoli-
tan Area

Population 
65 and Over

Share of 
Population 
65+

Population 
65 and older

Share of 
Population 
65+

Change in 
Share of 
Population 
65+

New York 2,473,464 13.09% 2,900,144 14.37% 9.78%
Los Angeles 1,415,376 11.03% 1,708,180 12.80% 16.06%
Chicago 1,079,893 11.41% 1,251,283 13.10% 14.79%
Dallas 560,486 8.80% 748,031 10.53% 19.74%
Houston 511,560 8.60% 671,951 10.09% 17.34%
Washing-
ton 

557,790 9.99% 714,395 11.71% 17.24%

Philadel-
phia 

792,484 13.28% 900,935 14.84% 11.73%

Miami 886,592 15.93% 1,044,565 17.37% 9.04%
Atlanta 471,753 8.95% 636,691 11.15% 24.54%
Boston 596,043 13.09% 698,038 14.62% 11.67%
San Fran-
cisco

546,480 12.61% 667,337 14.33% 13.70%

Phoenix 514,712 12.28% 671,010 14.67% 19.49%
Riverside 439,934 10.41% 548,137 12.21% 17.26%
Detroit 567,101 13.20% 648,190 15.07% 14.14%
Seattle 372,008 10.81% 469,350 12.57% 16.24%
Minneapolis 349,669 10.66% 447,768 12.70% 19.16%
San Diego 351,425 11.35% 431,699 13.08% 15.24%
Tampa 480,104 17.25% 565,049 18.99% 10.10%
Denver 255,556 10.05% 336,410 11.95% 18.97%
St. Louis 375,107 13.34% 426,204 15.15% 13.65%
Baltimore 342,511 12.64% 400,689 14.32% 13.35%
Portland 252,218 11.33% 326,292 13.65% 20.48%
Orlando 263,077 12.33% 335,235 14.04% 13.94%
Pittsburgh 407,082 17.28% 439,441 18.68% 8.10%
Cleveland 315,712 15.20% 350,060 16.99% 11.76%

CAPTION: In each of the 25 largest U.S. metropolitan areas, the proportion of the population aged 65+ has 
grown. Data is from the 2010 Census and 2015 American Community Survey 1-year estimates
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Older Americans want 
fast, frequent, reliable 
service, and value 
physical comfort.  

In Who’s on Board 2016, 
TransitCenter surveyed 3,014 
transit riders in seventeen U.S. 
cities. Data from that survey 
suggest Americans 65 and older 
have much in common with their 
younger peers in terms of transit 
needs.6

Riders young and old were most 
likely to access transit on foot, 
emphasizing the synergistic 
relationship between transit 
service and the pedestrian 
environment. The more 
frequently a person takes 

transit, the more likely he or she is to walk to the transit stop instead of 
accessing it via some other mode.

Caption: Typical Access Mode to Transit For Survey Respondents, By Age
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In the survey, respondents 
were also asked to prioritize 
improvements to a hypothetical 
bus route. Out of twelve 
possible service changes, riders 
under 65 value improvements 
to transit frequency and travel 
time the most. For riders aged 
65+, both of these remain 
in the top tier of desired 
improvements, underscoring 
how critical it is for transit 
agencies to provide fast, 
frequent service. 

But older riders also place greater emphasis on measures of accessibility and 
comfort. Riders aged 65+ said they wanted a shelter at the bus stop nearly as 
much as they wanted more frequent service. The data suggest that as riders age, 
fast, frequent, reliable service remains important, but the prospect of traveling 
without shelter or a seat becomes a greater deterrent to transit use. Similarly, 
a report from the Transit Cooperative Research Program found that physical 
limitations make certain features more attractive to some older riders, including 
shorter walks to the bus stop, padded seats, fewer stairs, and smoother rides.7
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Caption:  Survey respondents were asked to make trade-offs between potential improvements to a 
hypothetical bus route, using a market research technique known as maximum difference scaling, or 
MaxDiff. For more information on the methodology, see page 56 of TransitCenter’s Who’s On Board 
2016 report at transitcenter.org.

One way to judge a transit system’s utility is to examine how riders use it. In 
Who’s On Board 2016, we identify three types of rider: Occasional transit users 
(who ride transit less than one day a week), commuters (who ride frequently, but 
only to commute to work or school), and all-purpose riders who use transit often 
and for multiple purposes (such as shopping, entertainment, and errands). For 
transit agencies, it is financially beneficial to serve all-purpose riders because their 
travel demand is spread more evenly throughout the day, instead of having sharp 
“peaks and valleys.” For a city, growth in all-purpose transit ridership is a sign that 
citizens can rely on transit to meet more of their needs.

Caption: Older Survey Respondents Were More Likely to be Occasional Riders

Riders aged 65 and older were more likely to be occasional users of transit and 
less likely to be commuters; this likely reflects the impact of retirement. However, 
they were also less likely to be all-purpose riders. This could reflect the fact that 
they tend to live in less walkable areas with less useful transit service. Researchers 
who interviewed residents of a California senior community found that limited 
off-peak and weekend service was a key barrier to transit use.8
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Paratransit is expensive to provide and often fails to 
meet the needs of older Americans
Some older riders are unable to navigate conventional fixed-route transit even 
with accessibility improvements. The 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
requires transit agencies that provide fixed-route transit to provide paratransit 
to those unable to use fixed-route service due to disability. Generally, paratransit 
refers to vehicles (typically cars or vans) that provide door-to-door or flexible-
route service.

ADA paratransit service must be provided to people who live within ¾ mile of a 
transit route, and who cannot access the vehicles, stops, or facilities, or cannot 
navigate the system independently. Paratransit service must be “equivalent” to 
fixed route service with respect to geographic coverage, reach, fare, and hours (or 
span) of service.9 Transit agencies are responsible for the cost of fulfilling the ADA 
paratransit mandate. 

In many cities, paratransit operates on a fairly simple model: Riders call—and 
often must do so a day or more in advance—to schedule a ride. They are given a 
pickup time which could be up to an hour before or after their requested time. 
A car, van, or small bus is then dispatched to arrive within a designated window 
(typically 20-30 minutes) for pickup.

The need for advance scheduling makes it impossible for paratransit riders to 
use the service for spontaneous travel, contributing to social isolation. Vehicles 
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are often arranged and dispatched manually, and drivers have little ability to 
modify routes. Riders have a short window of time to meet the vehicle, and failure 
to meet on time can lead to trip termination. Despite this generally poor level 
of service, transit agencies are often concerned that improving paratransit will 
increase demand, leading to higher costs.10

Demand for paratransit continues to rise as the population ages, but each 
ride requires large subsidies relative to other forms of transit. According to the 
Government Accountability Office, the average operating cost of a paratransit 
trip is $29.30 compared to the average cost of fixed-route trip of $8.15. The ADA 
requires that paratransit fares cost no more than twice the fare of a similar trip 
on fixed-route transit. The GAO estimates that, on average, the ten largest transit 
agencies spent 14% of their budgets on paratransit service in 2010, while smaller 
transit agencies spent 18% of their budgets. 

How can we improve transit to better serve older 
Americans?
As people age, their mobility declines at different rates and in different ways. 
Older Americans’ mobility needs exist along a continuum: Some have no difficulty 
climbing stairs to reach an elevated rail station, or walking on an unpaved path 
to reach a bus stop. Others use a wheelchair but are comfortable on fixed-route 
transit if there are accessible vehicles, elevators, and pedestrian infrastructure 
(e.g. sidewalks, curb cuts, and signals). Others may be unable to walk even a few 
blocks, and still others require assistance for most daily activities.

By contrast, in many places transit service is provided as a binary: Fixed-route 
bus and train service that is inaccessible to people with even moderate mobility 
restrictions, and paratransit which is fully accessible but expensive and often 
inconvenient due to advance schedule requirements and long pick-up windows.

To better serve customers across the continuum of mobility needs, agencies 
can:

1. Improve the accessibility and performance of fixed-
route transit itself. 

2. Implement services catering to riders with varying 
mobility needs, such as paratransit feeder service, 
route-deviation transit, and on-demand service. 

3. Improve the performance of paratransit through 
contract incentives and technology. 
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Caption: Riders With Mobility Restrictions Often Have Few Transit Options

Caption: To Better Serve Riders With Mobility Restrictions, Improve Existing Options and Create New Ones
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Usable	by	those	with	moderate	
impairments	(e.g.	uses	a	wheelchair,	or	

has	difficulty	climbing	stairs)

Usable	by	those	with	more	significant	
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walk	over	three	blocks)

Usable	by	those	with	the	most	severe	
impairments	(e.g.	requires	assistance	
from	another	person	for	many	daily	

activities)

Fixed-route	transit

Paratransit

Most	cities’	fixed-route	transit	systems	contain	routes	with	
varying	costs	per	ride	and	levels	of	accessibility.	Some	
routes	are	relatively	accessible,	while	others	include	
significant	barriers	(like	missing	sidewalks	or	no	elevators).

Paratransit	service,	while	fully	
accessible,	also	has	much	higher	costs	
per	ride	than	fixed-route	service.	This	
places	financial	pressure	on	agencies.
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1. IMPROVE THE ACCESSIBILITY AND PERFORMANCE OF 
FIXED-ROUTE TRANSIT
Design and build transit with accessibility 
features
Transit agencies have a legal obligation to ensure that new vehicles and stations 
are fully accessible. Features like elevators, wheelchair lifts, low-boarding buses, 
ramps, and priority seating make transit more accessible and comfortable 
for riders with limited mobility. Bus shelters with seating make transit more 
comfortable and usable for all riders, but especially for older riders that have 
difficulty standing for long periods. 

Many transit systems, especially those built before the passage of the 1990 
Americans with Disabilities Act, are not fully accessible to wheelchair users and 
other riders with limited mobility. For example, 362 of 472 subway stations in New 
York City are not accessible.11 After passage of the ADA, older transit agencies 
negotiated agreements with the federal government to make “key stations” 
accessible. Most agencies have fulfilled those agreements, but some—including 
New York City Transit and the Greater Cleveland Regional Transit Authority—have 
not. Some systems that have fulfilled their obligations under these “Key Station 
Plans” still include rail stations that are inaccessible. And even systems with full 
elevator coverage may lack audible announcements, tactile platform strips, level 
platform boarding, and other features that make the system accessible to more 
people.  

In addition to providing accessibility features, transit agencies need to make sure 
they function reliably. As of 2016, New York City subway elevators were available 
only 95.7% of the time, meaning that a typical rider reliant on elevators could 
expect to encounter an outage 90 times a year.12 In cases like these, riders who 
depend on elevators for station access face long and unpredictable travel times. 
In some cases, these riders even risk being stranded inside a station without a 
feasible exit, adding fear and uncertainty to the trip. This unpredictability may 
discourage older riders from using transit at all. When elevators do malfunction, 
there must be clear processes to minimize disruption for riders with limited 
mobility.

Improve transit legibility and customer service

Many older Americans may be apprehensive about relying on an unfamiliar transit 
system. Others have more experience with transit, but face new challenges they’re 
not sure how to overcome—for example, how to board a bus with a mobility 
device, or navigate a subway system after their vision has declined. For these 
groups, system legibility and customer service can make all-purpose transit use 
more feasible. Agencies can accomplish this by improving wayfinding, preparing 
staff to better assist older riders and riders with impaired mobility, and providing 
travel training for new riders.
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Transit agencies should provide adequate wayfinding to ensure their systems are clear and 
easy to navigate. Bus stops should be clearly marked and well-lit, and bus and train terminals 
should have signs to direct travelers through the building. Routes and schedules should be 
posted, and digital wayfinding can also be provided to help riders plan their trips from home. 
Agencies should also employ wayfinding strategies specific to the needs of riders with 
disabilities. Elevators and ramps should be easy to find within a station; instructions should 
be posted for how to handle outages and other disruptions; and information on elevator 
outages should be updated in real-time.
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Transit operators and staff must receive adequate training to provide assistance 
to riders as needed. Staff should be familiar with accessibility procedures and 
how to respond to service disruptions. Additional staffing can be useful and may 
be feasible through partnerships with outside organizations. For example, Lane 
Transit District’s (Eugene, Oregon) Transit Host program, run by a nonprofit, 
sends employees to large stations to assist older riders and riders with disabilities 
in making bus transfers.13

Travel training programs, often run by nonprofit organizations, teach potential 
riders how to use public transportation. These build potential riders’ confidence 
in using the system. For more information about travel training, visit the National 
Center for Mobility Management (http://nationalcenterformobilitymanagement.
org/).

Design routes, streets, and stations with walkability in mind

As we show in this brief, most older transit riders walk to transit stops. Poor 
sidewalk connectivity and unsafe walking environments can make it difficult for 
riders of any age to access transit.  Conversely, improvements to walkability can 
attract new riders.

Agencies should work with local governments to create quality walking 
environments.Streets with transit routes should be pedestrian-oriented, featuring 
crosswalks, sidewalks, and accessible signals that provide sufficient time for 
people to cross. Cities must maintain sidewalks and curb cuts in good condition, 
including during inclement weather, such as snow.

To encourage ridership, local governments can improve street and sidewalk 
connectivity in poorly connected areas, require well-connected street grids in 
new developments, and use zoning to concentrate development around transit 
corridors to encourage the dense, walkable, mixed-use neighborhoods that sustain 
strong transit systems. Transit agencies can make systems more walkable through 
appropriate route and station design. New routes should be planned within an 
easy walk to key destinations; these can include senior centers or other areas with 
a large senior population.14 



In 2016, the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority sought to quantify 
the benefits of projects related to walkability. The agency found a direct 
relationship between walkability and ridership: for every ten additional households 
within a half-mile walk of a transit station, it saw an increase of seven weekday 
transit trips.15 Further, it found a positive return on investment of $11 million over 
the thirty-year lifespan of sixty-two walkability projects. Improving the pedestrian 
environment around stations attracted new riders, including some who shifted 
from relatively expensive paratransit to the fixed-route system.

Improve transit speed and reliability

TransitCenter’s Who’s on Board 2016 and Turnaround: Fixing New York City’s 
Buses reports provide several recommendations for improving transit speed and 
reliability. These include adopting prepaid fare collection, “tap-and-go” fare cards, 
and other methods to speed up boarding; designing and redesigning routes to be 
straight and direct; and consolidating stops on transit routes that currently have 
stops that are very close together.16 Additionally, transit agencies should work with 
local governments to implement transit signal priority, boarding bulbs, and street 
designs that create dedicated rights-of-way for transit.

Increase off-peak and weekend service

Especially after retirement, older riders often shift their transit use from peak 
commuting hours to midday and weekend trips. Many transit agencies offer 
reduced service during these off-peak hours, limiting travel options for older 
riders. Increased all-day and weekend service can improve service for older riders 
while also attracting more riders of all ages.

Municipality People living 
within a half-
mile of transit

People living near 
high-frequency 
rush-hour (7-9am, 
4-6pm) transit

People living near 
high-frequency 
full-day (7am-
10pm) transit

Boston, MA 638,842 624,738 569,425

Charlotte, NC 530,700 159,177 96,143

Cleveland, OH 386,749 158,554 71,486

Dallas, TX 1,150,046 216,583 9,098

Sacramento, CA 446,292 129,350 0

CAPTION: Analysis was conducted using the Center for Neighborhood Technology’s AllTransit tool 
(alltransit.cnt.org). A person is counted as living near transit if they live within a half-mile of fixed-
route service. “High-frequency” means service running, on average, at least every fifteen minutes 
during the specified timeframe.
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2. CREATE FEEDER, ROUTE-DEVIATION, AND ON-DEMAND 
SERVICES

Integrate fixed-route transit and paratransit 

Even with improvements, some older Americans will find it difficult to rely solely 
on fixed-route transit. Some riders can navigate their transit system, but are 
unable to walk to a nearby route. For these riders, integrating paratransit services 
with fixed-route transit can provide a high-quality experience that is more cost-
effective than a door-to-door paratransit trip. 

This model has been successful in several cities. Vancouver’s TransLink service 
provides paratransit “feeder trips”: customers are picked up at their location 
and driven to the nearest transit stop. On average, feeder trips in Vancouver are 
less than half the cost of door-to-door paratransit trips, and the introduction of 
feeder service has saved TransLink $139,000 in a year.17

The best way to encourage conditionally eligible paratransit users to integrate 
fixed-route services into their trips is to improve the quality of fixed-route service. 
In dense areas with heavy traffic, reducing travel times on fixed-route transit can 
make some integrated paratransit trips faster and more attractive than door-to-
door service. In a focus group of Vancouver paratransit users, participants rated 
feeder trips better than door-to-door paratransit in terms of travel time, schedule 
convenience, and service availability, and also said feeder service gave them a 
greater sense of independence.18

But if fixed-route transit is slow, feeder service can provide an inferior customer 
experience. In Tacoma, Washington, for example, a feeder-to-fixed-route trip can 
take over twice as long as a door-to-door paratransit trip.  Feeder trips can also 
be more challenging for older riders due to transfers and less personal assistance.

Most transit agencies that use feeder service have implemented mandatory and 
voluntary strategies to expand its role. As a result, most paratransit providers 
now evaluate applicants based on their level of mobility. Applicants deemed able 
to use fixed-route transit or feeder service for at least some of their trips are 
“conditionally eligible” paratransit users. Applicants with mobility restrictions 
that require door-to-door service are “fully eligible” and cannot be required to use 
feeder service under the ADA.

Some agencies have implemented voluntary incentives for the use of feeder 
service. In Pittsburgh, riders found to be conditionally eligible can take feeder 
service for a normal fixed-route fare, or door-to-door service for a double fare.19 

In Houston, feeder trips are fare-free on both the paratransit and fixed-route 
portions of the service. Additionally, riders in Houston can schedule a feeder 
service trip up to two hours in advance, compared to twenty-four hours for a 
door-to-door request.20



Explore opportunities for on-demand transit services

Despite positive examples of paratransit feeder service, as in Vancouver, evidence 
suggests that riders tend to prefer flexible, on-demand, door-to-door services.21

By exploring alternative service modes that fall somewhere between conventional 
fixed-route and paratransit service, agencies can develop new ways to serve 
riders.

In areas that lack the demand for fixed-route transit service, some transit 
agencies have long provided “dial-a-ride” demand response services dispatched in 
response to rider calls, typically with required advance notice of at least an hour. 
Transit agencies are increasingly experimenting with using new technology to 
create services that are closer to on-demand. In suburban Minneapolis, Southwest 
Transit provides on-demand service (branded as “Prime”) using twelve-passenger 
vans, with similar farebox recovery to its fixed-route lines.22 

Some agencies have 
experimented with route 
deviation services that 
follow a fixed route but can 
deviate from that route 
according to customer 
requests. For example, in 
Tacoma, Washington, Pierce 
Transit operates a demand-
responsive bus that runs a 
fixed route between transit 
nodes, but can leave its 
route temporarily to pick up 
or drop off riders by request. 
This bus is open to the public 
and is used by commuters 
and young people as well 
as older riders. Lane Transit 
District in Eugene, Oregon, operates a flexible system called the Diamond Express, 
which provides fixed-route service during peak commuting hours and demand 
response service during off-peak hours. The off-peak service gives priority to 
the elderly and disabled and provides them with a free day pass for fixed-route 
transit, providing an option similar to paratransit feeder trips.

Route deviation and flexible services are usually open to the general public and 
do not typically fulfill ADA obligations on their own. However, they are often 
more cost-effective than ADA paratransit, and can be more convenient because 
they require less, or no, advance scheduling. The cost per trip on Pierce Transit’s 
“Bus Plus” route deviation service is $18.71, less than the cost per trip on Pierce 
Transit’s paratransit service ($34.00) but more than its fixed-route service 
($4.50). Shifting capable riders to these services can achieve considerable cost 
savings while still providing an accessible, demand-responsive service.
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Find new ways to partner with private firms and nonprofit organizations  

In a recent report, New York University’s Rudin Center for Transportation Policy 
and Management identified several opportunities for collaboration between 
paratransit providers and private for-hire-vehicle and software companies.23 
The report suggests that transportation network companies (TNCs) such as 
Uber, Lyft, and Via may be able to provide “first-mile / last-mile” feeder services 
at lower cost than transit agencies. The Pinellas Suncoast Transit Authority’s 
experimental Direct Connect program offers a free all-day bus pass for riders who 
take Uber or local for-hire companies United Taxi and Wheelchair Transport to 
their bus stop.24 

While these types of partnerships have the potential to reduce agencies’ 
operating costs and improve service for some riders, agencies must hold private 
companies to high standards and make sure that all riders are receiving equivalent 
service. Transportation network companies, which currently offer artificially low 
fares subsidized by private investors, should be relied upon with caution. Many 
disability advocacy groups oppose reliance on TNCs because they do not provide, 
or provide only a very small number, of accessible vehicles.

Some agencies have partnered with local nonprofit organizations to provide 
services that complement or supplement paratransit. In Pittsburgh, the Port 
Authority of Allegheny County provides a route deviation service, the Elder 
Express, that is sponsored by a coalition of local community groups. Additionally, 
the agency operates a demand-responsive shuttle funded by local employers, 
a “just-in-time” service that shuttles riders between designated stops and 
any location within three miles, and community buses featuring small vehicles 
and free fares. TriMet in Portland, Oregon partners with Ride Connection, a 
nonprofit that coordinates multiple services for riders in need including travel 
training, community shuttles, volunteer drivers, demand-responsive feeders, and 
information and referrals.25 



3. IMPROVE PARATRANSIT SERVICE AND USE TECHNOLOGY 
TO REDUCE COST

As we describe earlier in this brief, paratransit service is often inconvenient for its 
users. Paratransit users typically must schedule trips 24-48 hours in advance; the 
pickup times they are given may be an hour earlier or later than their requested 
time; and users are typically given a 30-minute window rather than a specific 
pickup time.

Agencies should take a user-focused approach to paratransit, seeking to minimize 
travel time for customers, the time customers must wait for a driver to arrive, “no-
shows” by drivers, and the amount of advance reservation time customers need to 
book a ride.

Most paratransit service is contracted out to private firms. This means agencies’ 
ability to achieve these goals depends on the quality of their paratransit contracts, 
which should include incentives, penalties, and performance metrics linked to the 
goals above. It also depends on the strength of their contract oversight. A 2016 
report from the New York City Comptroller found that paratransit contractors 
were not meeting on-time performance goals included in their contract with the 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority, but that the MTA had not effectively 
monitored contractor performance and had not penalized the contractors as 
allowed in its contracts.26   

New technology can also be incorporated into paratransit systems to provide more 
dynamic, user-friendly and cost-effective service. 

Digitization can improve the reservation process. Many paratransit providers take 
reservations only by phone; agencies should provide additional ways for customers 
to make reservations, including websites, apps, and wearable devices. When 
making reservations, agencies should use databases to facilitate ridesharing and 
arrange right-size vehicles (reserving wheelchair-equipped vehicles for only those 
customers who need them).27

Furthermore, digital systems can help potential riders understand what 
paratransit and other specialized transportation services are available, and then 
connect them with service providers. A 2016 report conducted for the National 
Cooperative Highway Research Program described a “continuum of services” that 
transportation agencies can provide to link riders with specialized transportation:28
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During onboarding, new riders should be registered digitally and entered into 
a customer database. Digital registration can reduce costs by allowing more 
efficient communication with physicians and insurance companies. It can also 
reduce barriers to entry for prospective users. Many agencies require in-person 
assessments to determine paratransit eligibility; digital registration can replace 
some of these with video-conferenced appointments. Customer databases should 
include information that streamlines operations, including eligibility status, 
common destinations, and assistance required. 

Technology can also improve dispatch and routing. Currently, many paratransit 
providers determine routes manually or based on static maps. Routing software 
should include traffic data and real-time updates on transit delays and elevator 
outages. For agencies with multiple service options (door-to-door, feeder, route 
deviation, etc.), paratransit dispatchers should have access to application 
programming interfaces (APIs) that present all available services at the time 
requested.

Finally, technology can improve the user experience for paratransit customers. 
Real-time updates by text, app, or other means can reduce missed connections. 
Digital translation services for drivers can facilitate better customer service, 
and replacing cash payments and paper vouchers with digital payment can 
reduce misunderstandings, save costs and protect drivers from theft. A digital 
mechanism for customer feedback can generate useful data to improve 
paratransit service and hold agencies and operators accountable for ADA 
compliance.



RECOMMENDATIONS

To better serve older transit riders, agencies should:

• Improve the accessibility and performance of fixed-route 
transit

     -Design and build transit with accessibility features

     -Improve transit legibility and customer service

     -Design routes, streets, and stations with walkability in       
     mind

     -Improve transit speed and reliability

     -Increase off-peak and weekend service

• Create feeder, route-deviation, and on-demand service

     -Integrate fixed-route transit and paratransit

• Explore opportunities for on-demand transit services

      -Find new ways to partner with private firms and     
      nonprofit organizations 

      -Improve paratransit service and use technology to reduce  
      cost

About Who’s On Board 2016
Portions of this research brief are based on an analysis of data from 
TransitCenter’s Who’s On Board 2016 survey. That dataset contains responses 
from 3,014 transit riders from seventeen U.S. cities. The data analyzed here 
consists of 388 responses from respondents aged 65+. For more information about 
the survey and methodology, see transitcenter.org.
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