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Performance Evaluation for Rural Transit Systems 

Technical Assistance Brief #5 
Scott Kosky, OATS, Inc., Columbia, Missouri 
Performance: It is the yardstick by which every business's success is measured. In community transit, however, competing social and financial goals often make performance difficult to measure. 

A mechanism to measure a system's performance in both areas is needed in order to make meaningful determinations about a system's efficiency, effectiveness and benefit to the community. 

Setting Goals 

Setting basic goals is the first job. These should be easily definable, understandable, concise and, for the most part, quantifiable. 

Start with the agency mission or purpose. For example, the goal may be "to provide assistance to riders who have difficulty boarding vehicles." This non-quantifiable goal will conflict with a more quantifiable agency goal "to produce maximum efficiency of operation." 

Transit managers need to select criteria which both balance conflicting goals and evaluate service delivery. 

The nature of community transportation dictates that service quality is your primary concern. Even cold statistical data must be interpreted with this human priority in mind. 

Selecting Proper Performance Measures 

Whether comparing different routes within your system or comparing your system with another, performance measures and indicators gauge service in terms of how many, when, to whom, at what cost, why and where. 

Data, however, are always subject to interpretation and are only as reliable as the selected performance measures and indicators. Factors such as equipment type, geography, population density, client needs and system size can change the meaningfulness of the data. 

Cost is another consideration in data collection. While some statistics are easily obtained from driver records, maintenance records and telephone logs, other information may require more intricate record keeping methods. 

Avoid creating new and complex information which only verifies what you have already validated from two or three other sources. The key is simplicity and minimal overlapping. 

Gathering Data 

The most important sources of data come from vendors, drivers, clients and funding agencies. Data from these sources is the "meat" of your performance evaluation. 

Vendor information may include data on fuel, parts and maintenance items. A log for each vehicle should be maintained providing date, vehicle number and location, beginning mileage and ending mileage. Record the date, mileage, cost of parts and service, vendor name and explanation of service performed (i.e., brakes, tires, fuel, tune-up) for each service trip. If the system maintains its own vehicles, this data should be tracked internally. 

Drivers' logs or trip sheets are an excellent source of information. They should contain the following: date, vehicle number and location, total operating miles and hours, beginning and ending odometer, number of riders and cash received. 

Systems often have unique trip sheets. For example, OATS' trip sheets contain passenger name, I.D. number, funding source, trip origin and destination, purpose of trip and number of stops per passenger. 

Rural systems often depend upon qualitative sources of data to evaluate performance. Passengers can provide essential information on perceived service quality. Systems with centralized dispatching often have more direct contact with their passengers and better access to this information. 

The last data source to be considered is the funding agency. The quality of information from the funding agency can vary from vague, general guidelines to specific data on individuals, times and destinations. Funding agencies often can provide important information such as targeted ridership groups, numbers of persons with disabilities, and trip-generating locations. 

Interpreting the Results 

To make sense of the compiled data, classify the information according to whether it is measuring the performance of equipment, people or a combination of both. Remember, you are seeking to measure both efficiency and effectiveness. 

OATS uses eight key elements to measure system performance. Elements include total expenses, variable expenses (i.e., fuel costs, maintenance, insurance and employee salaries), vehicle hours, passengers, miles and number of vehicles. There are a number of ways to look at the relationships between these numbers. 

The resulting information allows you to make any time-based (i.e., monthly, quarterly or yearly) comparisons within your system or to compare your system's performance to that of other systems. 
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Using the Statistics 

You now have a standardized, verifiable basis for analysis that will help identify exceptions to your system's standards. 

For example, you can now compare monthly vehicle operating costs. While one bus may cost $100 per month and another $150, you may now find that the difference is due to vehicle age, major repairs or some other non-recurring expense. This type of analysis can apply to a variety of vehicle comparisons. 

The analysis of non-quantifiable information, such as passenger complaints and on-time performance, is valuable in assessing system performance. 

For example, a system standard of on-time service can suffer without proper vehicle maintenance. A good preventive maintenance program is crucial to efficiency and can extend the life of a vehicle. 

Preventive maintenance spending can also reduce other expenses and inefficiencies such as towing charges and switching vehicles. It can also reduce passenger complaints and lost revenue as well as enhance the system's overall safety. 

Wrap Up 

Information, statistics, ratios and percentages are valuable management tools. As a transit manager, select the ones that best fit your system. 

Finally, consider the impact that changes in your system will have on efficiency. Once again, statistics alone do not drive the system. Great care must be taken to ensure that passenger needs are being met. 

Using the data we have discussed, you can implement a positive, constructive plan to achieve maximum benefit from your system's performance evaluation. 

Resources 

Scott Kosky, Southwest Area Manager for OATS, Inc., a statewide community transportation provider in Missouri, is a networker for the CTAA TransNet, UMTA's RTAP Peer-to-Peer Technical Assistance Network. Kosky and many other TransNet networkers are available to provide telephone assistance to help in the evaluation of transit system performance. TransNet networkers also can perform on-site peer-to-peer system performance evaluations, subject to the availability of funds and personnel. For more information on the TransNet or its networkers, call the RTAP Hotline, (800) 527-8279. 

The annual Community Transportation EXPO holds workshops dealing with transit system management and evaluation, as do many state and regional transit association meetings. For more information on the EXPO, contact the Community Transportation Association of America at (202) 628-1480. To learn more about transit association meetings in your state, contact the RTAP Hotline at (800) 527-8279. 

Many states publish regular directories that include comprehensive performance data on their transportation providers, including rural and specialized systems. Contact your state's transportation department to see if it publishes a statewide transit directory that includes performance data. These include directories that are published by Indiana and Minnesota. Contact the Indiana Department of Transportation at (317) 232-1482, or the Minnesota Department of Transportation at (612) 296-1610. 

Carter-Goble Associates 
Rural Public Transportation Performance Evaluation Guide 
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation, November 1982 

This manual is a comprehensive guide to measuring system performance in the rural transit industry. It recommends a sequence of procedures to follow in conducting performance evaluations, defines the parameters to use in measuring performance, and discusses the implications of results that differ significantly from customary standards. Copies are available at no charge from the U.S. Department of Transportation's Technology Sharing Program, (202) 366-4997; specify report number DOT-I-83-31 when calling. 

Gleason, Stephen, et al. 
Developing a Performance Management System for Transit Services 
Regional Public Transportation Authority (Ariz.), January 1989 

This report focuses on the development of a computer-based management system for the county-wide transit agency in Phoenix, Arizona. It provides a model framework for gathering performance data on a regular basis. Copies are available at no charge from the U.S. Department of Transportation's Technology Sharing Program, (202) 366-4997; specify report number DOT-T-89-19 when calling. 

Institute for Urban Transportation 
Handbook for Management Performance Audits 
Urban Mass Transportation Administration, July 1988 

This handbook describes what a management performance audit is and how to conduct one. Copies are available at no charge from the U.S. Department of Transportation's Technology Sharing Program, (202)366-4997; specify report number DOT-T-88-21 when calling. 

Rucker, George 
"Measuring Performance: A First Step Towards Standardization" 
Rural Transportation Reporter , Volume 4, Number 9 
Rural America, November 1986 

In addition to summarizing performance data from a nationwide survey of UMTA Section 16(b)(2) and 18 recipients, this article explains appropriate comparisons that can be made using standard performance measures. More recent national data are available by calling the RTAP Hotline, (800)527-8279. 

Schauer, Peter 
Handbook for a Transportation Management Review 
Montana Department of Commerce, October 1986 

The procedures outlined in this handbook provide a framework for evaluating the overall management of smaller transit systems. The evaluation of performance data is but one part of this management review process, which also includes how to evluate administrative processes, service planning and marketing. Copies are available at no charge from the U.S. Department of Transportation's Technology Sharing Program, (202)366-4997; specify report number DOT-I-87-18 when calling. 

Transit Bus Safety and Security Program
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